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ABSTRACT
RESETTLING VIETNAMESE AMERASIANS:
WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?
SEPTEMBER 2001
MARY EILEEN ENGLISH, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor George E. Urch

How to assist the child survivors of war is a problem. One of the most traumatic injuries a child
can suffer is the loss or displacement of their care-givers. The practical details of what constitutes a
helpful intervention are unknown. Beginning in 1975, a group from S.E. Asia, some children of war,
traveled to the United States as unaccompanied refugee minors. One purpose of this study is to discover
what inner strengths and external resources enabled these young people to create a viable life for
themselves in a strange new culture. Another purpose of the study is to explore ways in which therapeutic
approaches to working with dislocated children of war can be strengthened and informed. A sub-group of
the unaccompanied minors is the Vietnamese Amerasians. Between 25 and 40,000 Vietnamese
Amerasians were bom to Vietnamese women and American servicemen between 1962 and 1975. An in
depth, phenomenological interview was used to record the migration stories of these 11 children. The
literature and the interviews supported the conclusion that a major predictor of positive adjustment was
length of time the child had spent in the care of parents or parental substitutes before migration and the
amount of stable foster care the child received after migration. Additionally, the child’s relationship to
institutions and case workers as adjunctive caretakers was also found to be a significant factor in
adjustment. Finally, the methods employed in the case work required were divergent from the typical
child welfare practice due to the importance of paying particular attention to culture and the meaning of
“helping relationships” in the original culture.
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PREFACE
My interest in the needs of refugees and immigrants is consistent with my feminist politics and
values and in the belief that the personal is indeed political. The following personal information
presented here is in the interest of clarity and to help maintain political integrity.

Early Awareness of War
My father served in the U.S. Army in Korea in 1951 and 1952.he left when I was five months
old and returned when I was two years old. He brought back Korean clothing, silver chopsticks, and
ornate soup spoons. A Korean boy who had been orphaned, wounded (he had lost his leg) and adopted
by an American family attended my elementary school. We became good friends and walked to and
from school together. I wondered what it would be like to be as severely injured as Matthew and be a
war orphan. My anti-war beliefs were not only connected to my knowledge of having been left by my
father when he went to Korea, but also profoundly influenced by my affection for Matthew.

Personal Relationships and Anti-war Feelings
In the Summer of 1968, my first boyfriend was a young Marine just back from Vietnam, who
used to shake uncontrollably when it thundered. He told me a lot about his war. I broke up with him to
date and eventually marry a man who was completing his conscientious objector application when we
met in 1968. I was not kind to the ex-Marine Vietnam veteran. I was seventeen years old and my analysis
of the war was simplistic. I believed the ex-marine to be a warmonger and the conscientious objector a
saint. I often wish I could apologize to my veteran boyfriend.
During the late Sixties, I was involved in peace marches and vigils protesting the involvement of
the U.S. in the war in Vietnam. I did not have the maturity or political analysis to see the class issues
implicit in who went to Vietnam. 1 did not comprehend the complex political environment surrounding
the war. I was against our participation in the Vietnam war. I felt concerned about the victim/survivors of
that conflict, both Vietnamese and American.
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Thirty plus years later, I am a woman in a committed relationship with another woman who was
a nurse in Vietnam during the 1968 TET offensive. My analysis of the war is more mature and informed
and I understand why some men and women chose to go. For my partner, it was about being female,
Catholic, young, and idealistic, about wanting to be of service to people who were injured and about the
relentlessness of the Army recruiters. Her accounts of the experience of coming home to the United
States in 1968, in the midst of a serious anti-veteran movement has sensitized me to what it was like for
those returning servicemen and women who believed they had been “serving” their country.
You don’t go to war, come home, and not talk about it”, Bobby Muller once said . ..
Muller, a disabled American veteran and founder of the Vietnam Veterans of America,
thus pin-pointed the special pain of that war’s soldiers -that when they came home, the
country that sent them to war did not want to hear what happened to them there.
The popular folklore of soldiers being cursed or spit on was almost certainly
exaggerated, but the experience of being silenced (which felt a good deal like being
shunned) was common to nearly every veteran. Not infrequently, veterans reentered
civilian life and told no one, not even wives or girlfriends that they served in Vietnam.
And because their experiences remained untold, they were also in a sense incomplete;
the war remained with them “like a buried piece of shrapnel working its way to the
surface,” one of them wrote.
After an unpopular, unsuccessful and morally confusing war, most Americans, it
seemed, just wanted to forget as quickly as possible . .. (Isaacs, A., in Kutler, 1996,
P 11)
Discrimination has been involved on both sides of the issue. I was denied a position working as
an intern with Vietnamese refugees because I disclosed my anti-war protester history and was considered
by the Vietnamese professional, who was part of the interview team, to therefore be pro-Communist. My
relationship to people who are anti-war and armed service veterans of the Vietnam conflict has changed
over the years.
“Our whole generation is a Vietnam veteran” (personal conversation , P. Perri, 1994).
In my work with refugees from Southeast Asia, it has sometimes been difficult if I disclose my
history as an anti-war activist. There is a continued antagonism between those Vietnamese, who are now
in America and who were friends of the U.S. Government, and anyone thought to be pro-Communist by
having been against the war. There is also tension within the Vietnamese refugee community between
people from Hanoi or North Vietnam and people from Saigon , now known as Ho Chi Minh City, in the
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South. I met a student from Hanoi who in 1997 came to the United States after years of saving money
and studying with a goal of working with Vietnamese refugees while she was a graduate student at the
University of Massachusetts. The local Vietnamese mutual assistance agency, Springfield Vietnamese
American Civic Association (V.A.C.A.) refused her offer to volunteer because she was “from the North.”
The same organization still flies the flag of the Republic of South Vietnam. The war, in some ways, has
continued in the minds and hearts of Vietnamese refugees.
1 have been committed for many years to serving the mental health and social adjustment needs
of refugees and immigrants in Western Massachusetts. This professional focus has taken many forms:
grant and proposal writing, facilitating community forums, practicing co-counseling, lecturing about the
bi-lingual, bi-cultural co-counseling model and advocating for the needs of refugees and immigrants. My
involvement has been as a private practitioner and consultant, an educator, a program administrator, grant
writer, collaborator and political activist. This study is a logical extension of my work. This dissertation
represents the heart of my work and the work of my heart.
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CHAPTER 1

CHILDREN OF WAR

Introduction
The United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) estimated that between
25,000 and 30,000 children are displaced each year due to wars and/or social and political unrest in many
parts of the world (Office for Refugee Resettlement, 1998). A UNICEF Annual Report in 1998 stated
that there were 40,000 Ugandan orphans, thousands of homeless children in Brazil, and thousands of
children in Southeast Asia, namely, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, who are often forced into
prostitution and other desperate means to survive. The issue of what to do about children of war is an
important topic to address in other areas of the world as well. The problem of which concerns should be
prioritized when conceptualizing the policies for working with the child survivors of war is a central issue
for this research. When and how to intervene effectively are obvious dilemmas for refugee resettlement
policy makers. It is critical that individuals serving newly arriving refugee children or unaccompanied
minors in a refugee camp be aware of the multi-faceted difficulties these children bear when approaching
this vulnerable group. Children who have suffered the traumas associated with war, social and political
unrest and the attendant loss and dislocation from family and home are particularly in need of protection,
compassion and understanding.
There is an ongoing debate among the architects of refugee policy about whether removing
children from their home country and away from all that is familiar is the most appropriate response to
children in danger. The Geneva Convention in 1989 on the Rights of the Child clearly reaffirmed that
children should be removed from harm’s way whenever possible. The difficulties posed for first asylum
countries and refugee camps by this logical and humane policy are obvious. This “remedy” further
traumatizes children by compounding their losses in what appears to be the inevitability of migration and
resettlement.
When a parent is lost due to death or displacement, children are thrust into a situation of needing
to rely on other adults: strangers, relief workers, orphanage personnel, soldiers, and missionaries to meet
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their immediate needs. Suddenly, the young child is defenseless, without a parent, in a war zone.
Photographs, films and documentary videos have shown incidents in which children and parents were
tom from each other’s arms. These incidents have occurred in Nazi train stations and death camps, in the
villages of Vietnam where mothers were gunned down in front of their children, and during the
Cambodian holocaust when children were forced to witness the execution of their parents. More
recently, we have been made aware of similar situations in Sarajevo, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Albania. One
photograph records the tear-streaked face of a toddler, staring without comprehension into the face of her
dead caretaker. In contrast to the extremes portrayed in this terrible image, it might seem less traumatic
when a child or parent just “gets lost” in the chaos and massive flight of refugees from a war tom land,
but is it, really? Widely distributed film footage of mass exodus of refugees of many countries have
shown the unaccompanied children wandering through the streets of Saigon and other cities. These
casualties of war who do not know if their mothers are alive or dead were often so young when they
knew her that they had not yet learned her name. They only knew mother as “mama.” Years later, they
do not know where or how to begin to locate their families.

Statement of the Problem
The issue of what to do about traumatized children who have suffered loss and displacement due
to war has long been a problem. In the past decade UNICEF estimates that two million children have
been killed in war, between four and five million have been physically disabled, and at least ten million
have been traumatized by violence, displacement and loss of family members (UNICEF, Annual Report,
1998). Clinicians who work with these traumatized children believe that unless there is an intervention
of some sort to treat the wounds suffered by as many as ten million children, many will grow up to
perpetuate the violence they experienced (Garbarino, p. Ill, 1991). Many world relief organizations have
dispatched workers to areas where there is conflict to attempt to assist the children in expressing their
distress by using art or, in cases where there are interpreters or there is a common language, writing or
talking about their experiences. There have been attempts to address the needs of war-traumatized
children, but do we not know what the practical details are of what constitutes a helpful intervention.
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Who Are the Vietnamese Amerasians?
One group of children who experienced a particularly difficult time recovering from the loss and
trauma of war is the Vietnamese Amerasians, the children of South Vietnamese mothers and American
GIs or civilian fathers. It is estimated that during the Vietnam War, 1962 to 1975, between 25,000 and
40,000 babies were born to South Vietnamese mothers and American soldiers or civilians (Interaction,
1992; Valverde, 1992). The rejection these children suffered in addition to their experience of the war
made their adjustment more complicated, both in Vietnam and in the United States. After the war, when
the Communist North Vietnamese prevailed, the Amerasian children of Americans were seen as
“children of the enemy” since the United States was involved in the war as an ally of South Vietnam.
A group of Vietnamese Amerasians, resettled in the Amherst, Massachusetts area in 1984,
experienced a powerful cultural dislocation due to war. Although there is research on minors who came
to the United States with their families, this group of Vietnamese Amerasian unaccompanied minors is
distinguished from the others by the fact that they were orphaned or abandoned before their resettlement
(Felsman, 1993; de Bonis, 1995; Bass, 1996; McKelvey, 1999). They arrived in the U.S. arid were
placed in foster care before there was adequate information about the circumstances of their lives before
placement. These conditions posed additional challenges for the resettlement agencies, the caseworkers,
the teachers and the foster parents. There were no guiding principles to inform care providers how the
casework practice should be accomplished with this distinctive group.
Given their early histories of war trauma and simultaneous relationship disruptions before
migration, the Amerasian children were faced with the overwhelming task of trying to affiliate with
others in a new and foreign culture. The multiple dislocations which they suffered were at least partially
caused by the uninformed case practice and subsequent inappropriate placements of these children in
families who were unprepared to meet their needs. The long-term consequences of resettlement and
migration on this group are unknown. To this date, little or no additional research has been done on the
long-term consequences of early loss and trauma, specific to these children of war. These factors,
exacerbated by the multiple cultural and geographic dislocations of this group of refugee children, make
the chronicling of their experiences exceedingly significant and pertinent.

By whom and how have the emotional needs of these children been met? Some of these
questions can be answered by having them tell the stories, in their own words, about who or what has
facilitated or hindered their adjustment to the circumstances of their lives and how they have weathered
the predictable developmental transitions of late adolescence and early adulthood. The inner strengths
and external resources that have helped this group of Vietnamese Amerasians negotiate the transitions of
their lives are worthy of exploration.

Employment in Refugee Resettlement Agency 1988-1990
In 1988 I began working for Lutheran Social Services of New England (LSS). Lutheran
Immigration and Refugee Services (LIRS) is a non-governmental organization (NGO) that has been
involved in refugee resettlement wince the late eighteenth century. Lutheran Immigration and Refugee
Services, the agency of the U.S. Lutheran Church for the service to uprooted people, was organized in
1939 to resettle refugees from the Nazis. During the mid-seventies, the resettlement agency was one of a
few agencies charged with the resettlement of refugees from Vietnam and later on, from Cambodia, Laos
and Thailand.
My work at Lutheran Social Services was an opportunity for me to become involved in work
that was international and multicultural in mission and scope. The job also allowed me to maintain my
interest and commitment to the victims of the war in Vietnam. In meeting the unaccompanied minors and
responding to program emergencies as the “on-call” backup for the program twenty-four hours a day,
seven days a week, I was overwhelmed. In the number and severity of emergencies the unaccompanied
minors and their foster parents were suffering through, I began to realize the complicated nature of this
assignment. While I was there, I talked with Dr. Thomas Bomneman, who was then Director of Refugee
Mental Health at the National Institute for Mental Health (NIMH). He reported to me, after I voiced my
concerns for the Amerasian population, that in the Summer of 1989 a number of cases of suicidal
behavior had been reported to him from many cluster sites where Amerasians had been resettled. He
expressed an interest in funding a project that would give epidemiological support to the problems many
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of us were reporting anecdotally. This was the initializing of the project funded by the National Institute
of Mental Health.
In 1992, the NIMH selected ten cluster sites where fifteen Vietnamese Amerasians would be
surveyed by questionnaire. Dr. Fred Bemak, the Principal Investigator for the survey, and I designed the
questionnaire. I was the research assistant assigned to visit four of the sites: Greensboro, North Carolina;
Dallas, Texas; Salt Lake City, Utah; and Minneapolis, Minnesota. This dissertation will use interview
data from the video, “Amerasian Identity in Amherst”, vignettes from the NIMH study, as well as data
from videotaped interviews conducted in 1998.

Mental Health Considerations in Working with the Amerasians
That children survive in a war zone at all is a testimony to their resiliency. The single most
prevalent example of war trauma to a child of war is the profound psychic and emotional injury of
disrupted relationships. The loss of’’home” or the familiarity of the physical landscape is traumatic.
However, the loss of primary care givers is an injury to the essential psychic and emotional well being of
the child that will affect that child’s ability to trust and form healthy relationships for the rest of their life.
These children’s experiences of war, dislocation and loss. I believe that the migration trauma and then
the multiple foster care placement disruptions after migration were at least as significant as the other
traumas suffered prior to migration in contributing to the stressors of these children. The stories of men
(Hocott, 1997) and women veterans (Perri, 1997) who are war trauma survivors are available. The
formative research on PTSD is based on adult survivors of war. What do we know about the children of
war? What are their stories? What can we learn from the tales of the young people whose very existence
is a consequence of war? Do they share their stories at all? If they do, how do they tell their stories and
to whom? How do they make meaning of their experiences as dislocated children of war? Their stories
may help us understand what has helped and what has not helped. What has supported these
unaccompanied minor Vietnamese Amerasians to negotiate the developmental transitions of adolescence
and early adulthood and adapt to their new life in this country?
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War disrupts the ability of children to form relationships and to value connectedness.
Resettlement workers, as well as other human service and mental health professionals, frequently lack
training in recognizing and understanding this problem. From the interviews with the Amerasians I will
glean what strengths they have observed in themselves and their friends and identify to what they
attribute their resilience. I will also assess what connections were valuable and beneficial to the
establishment of new relationships of support: mentors, caseworkers, foster parents, parental substitutes,
teachers and friends. This study offers information to case workers, teachers, medical care providers,
foster parents and others who are faced by a child who is a survivor of war and disrupted relationships,
about what has and has not worked with this group of unaccompanied minors and also identify issues that
need to be addressed by social service agencies serving the needs of child survivors of the Vietnam War.
This study may also have applicability for children displaced by other wars.

A New Paradigm of Casework
Nobody knew how to place children in a foster family situation when many of them had never
lived in a family. These children were often not the age their papers stated, but much older. Many of the
older children had been living on the streets of Saigon, prostituting themselves, surviving in whatever
way they could. Other Amerasians were living in orphanages and the care they received was very
inconsistent. Some of the Amerasians would later report that the quality of care made a dramatic
downturn after the fall of Saigon and there were some reports that Amerasians had been murdered
(English, 1992; NIMH study). I immediately came to believe that all of the children needed some type of
counseling to deal with their war trauma. Many foster families were able to report having observed
unusual behavior, but there was very little support or understanding regarding the origin of the behavior.
It was difficult to determine whether the behavior was related to culture shock, migration trauma, post
traumatic stress disorder or other mental health problems connected with having come from a war zone.
I wondered if the behavior could be normalized and understood within the context of the children’s
recent experience. In other words, we did not know what was “normal’’ for them.
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When I first became involved at the resettlement agency in 1988, the administration had become
aware of the need to hire a person with a clinical master’s degree to be the program manager. In the four
years the program had been operating, various people who were grass roots community organizers,
church volunteers and lay ministers had been supervising the bilingual, bi-cultural workers. Serious
problems had developed in several of the foster families and some of the unaccompanied minors had
significant mental health and social adjustment issues that may have pre-existed their migration. In May
of 1988,1 was hired and mandated by my supervisors to conduct trainings for the staff and foster parents
about working with traumatized children. The priority the agency administration placed on this training
was due to their increased awareness of the pervasiveness of traumas the children had experienced.
When these difficulties came into focus for the supervisors of the Unaccompanied Refugee Minors
Program (URMP) it became more clear what other knowledge was essential for the staff and foster
parents. Adding post traumatic stress disorder, attachment disruption, early and unresolved grief and loss
to the awareness of the issues of culture shock and migration trauma increased the complexity of the task
at hand and required much more sophisticated training for all persons involved with the children. For
some children it was already apparent that they required professional mental health intervention.
In July, 1998 I hired Carol Owen, a woman with a master’s degree in social work (MSW), who
had been working in international adoption for several years and for whom international children’s
advocacy or working with refugee minors was a logical next step. She was the first clinician I had been
able to talk to who understood the possible mental health complexities we were dealing with in this work.
When I mentioned my different hypotheses regarding unresolved grief and loss, early primary
relationship disruption and the other salient issues of loss and trauma, I had a fully engaged listener.
Carol Owen and I began working together to address the immense unmet psychological needs of
the unaccompanied minors. She became a true collaborator and coworker with whom I could share my
instinctive sense of what was required of us to do this work well. Our work evolved into a close
friendship and research partnership. We met as peer supervisors and reviewed every case, with an eye
toward connection and relationship with others. These frequent case conferences and conversations
would lead me to the idea of the first video project.

7

Carol and I had been wondering about what the underlying beliefs of the Amerasians were
regarding racial and ethnic identity and group affiliation. We had also overheard one uwhite” Amerasian
making a racist remark in front of his good friend, a “black” Amerasian. It seemed as if neither of them
noticed. It was as if the “black” Amerasian did not consider himself “black.”
It was also obvious that the cases which required the most time in our peer supervision were the
Amerasians. Coincidentally, I was invited to submit a workshop idea to a conference coming up in
Washington, D.C. The conference was focused specifically on Vietnamese Amerasian resettlement.

Pilot Study: 1990 Interviews
In 1990 I began a study to examine the narratives of nine Vietnamese Amerasians. I
interviewed the Vietnamese Amerasians for a video project I would later present at a conference in
Washington, DC, sponsored by Interaction, a program funded by LIRS specifically for the Amerasian
children. The data from the first set of interviews constituted my Comprehensive Examination for my
Ed.D. (1996). I initially interviewed this group of children in February of 1990 when they were between
the ages of 13 and 19. There were six males and two females: three males were still in foster care
placement through the agency and enrolled in school; three were emancipated from the foster care
component of the program, were not in school and lived on their own. One of the young women attended
a private day school on full scholarship in the Amherst area. The other young woman was pregnant,
married to a Vietnamese young man and lived with his parents in Dorchester, Massachusetts.
This pilot study of videotaped interviews was designed to investigate in a face-to-face
conversation my hypothesis that ambiguous racial identity exacerbated the normative.adolescent identity
crisis, thus placing this group at even greater risk for other behavioral, emotional and social/relational
problems. The primary purpose of this study was not only to learn more about qualitative, in-depth
interviewing, but also how to format, edit and analyze the data in preparation for writing my
Comprehensive Examination. The study involved face-to-face, in-depth interviewing (Seidman, 1991)
and the participants were self-selected. Having worked with this group of children as a supervisor of the
program they were involved in, I was acutely conscious of the problems they were experiencing. I was
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also genuinely curious about their perspective on their troubles. In the intervening years, my contact with
a number of members of this group was maintained, although they all “aged out” of the program and I
moved on in my career.
I invited all of the Amerasians who were living in Amherst and still involved in the
Unaccompanied Minors Program to participate in this project. Nine of ten agreed to be interviewed. In
1990, when I made the first series of videotaped interviews, I believe then that racial/ethnic identity
confusion was a major component of what caused this group to have so many foster care placement
disruptions and so many school and social problems. It is important to review the politics of the
assignment of race to the Amerasians.
Race was often assigned to individuals without any qualifying evidence and many minors were
assigned the label “Black Amerasian” because they had darker skin. The practice of assigning race came
out of a desire to be sensitive to the issue of race as an important consideration in placement decisions
and often resulted in the young person being placed with an African-American family or being placed in
a biracial (African-American/White) household. The problem that arose as a result of this attempt at
doing the “right” thing was that the young people were often assigned a racial category without input
from the child his/herself. No one asked the child in what racial/ethnic group she believed her father to
be.
In the assignment of race and the placement of children in what the naive resettlement personnel
believe to be racially-appropriate families, policy makers were once again hindered by a lack of
information about the circumstances of the children’s lives before migration. The level of racism already
ingrained in the Amerasian children’s attitudes toward “black” was not anticipated.
The reactions of the Amerasians to being placed in families where they were encouraged or
pressured into adopting a “Black American” identity backfired. Many of the foster care placements
where this dynamic was operative failed because the Amerasian had not internalized this identity and
because in America, racism is as indisputable as it is in Vietnam.
The data from that first set of interviews bore out my assumption that racial and ethnic identity
confusion was one aspect of the difficulties that the Amerasians were experiencing. Identity confusion
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and the experience of discrimination or racism based on physical appearance was part of what was going
on, but there were other salient issues to be examined, as well.

Purpose of the Study
What I have sought to find out is what constitutes a supportive and connecting experience for
the child survivors of war before migration, after migration and over time. How has their resilience been
recognized and fostered? Or was it neither recognized nor fostered? An additional purpose of the study is
to explore ways in which therapeutic approaches can be explored and strengthened.
The preliminary study helped me to refine my thinking about this group and to “fine tune”
certain interview techniques that were employed in the 1990 interviews. In order to consider the ethics of
this sort of complex web of connections and relationships, it is necessary to honor the implicit
multilayered experience of working with people who are not American-born, not of this culture, and have
no pre-conceived notions of what a “helping” relationship involves in the American social service
system.
This study addresses the lack of research and adds to the information available to individuals
seeking to serve the Vietnamese Amerasians. The purpose of this study has been to discover what inner
strengths and external resources enabled these traumatized and dislocated children of war to create a
viable life for themselves in a strange new culture. Some examples of inner strengths could be:
1.

Identifying the role that their relationship with self had in their ability to forge new
relationships with others.

2.

What individual beliefs promoted a hope for a future and the strength to keep trying to
overcome the obstacles to successful acculturation and positive adjustment?

The external resources explored could include:
1.

What role did institutions play in their ability to feel supported in terms of social
adjustment, school or employment issues?

2.

What were the relationships with others that felt helpful and supportive?

3.

Who were the people who made a difference in their lives? How, when and why?
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4. What were the characteristics of the friendships or helping relationships which were
actually encouraging of attachment?

Limitations of the Study
Although this research offers the potential to provide valuable information about children of
war, the study is a preliminary investigation. The primary goal of this study is the investigation of the
inner strengths and resiliency of this particular group.
Limitations include:
1.

The number of participants in the study is small. This results in a more in-depth,
detailed view of the experiences of these individuals, a select group of Vietnamese
Amerasians resettled in 1984-85 through Lutheran Social Services.

2.

It is not the purpose of this study to form conclusions concerning what necessarily
makes a good environment for forming and sustaining relationships with children of
war. This group is a unique group for many reasons, so that to generalize the findings
into all populations of refugee children may not be possible.

3.

No attempt is being made to represent all ethnic and cultural variations or possible fits
with workers and situations. Findings may or may not be representative of the
experiences of others working successfully with children of war.

4.

The research will be limited by the skill the researcher brings to the project. The
strengths and weaknesses of this study will depend entirely on the participant’s input,
my skills as an interviewer and whatever insight or knowledge I bring to the analysis of
the data.

5.

There are some limitations that arise from the method of in-depth phenomenological
interviewing. There may be some variation in the depth and content of individual
interviews.

6.

It is inevitable that the research may be limited by the fact of who I am: a White,
educated, middle-class woman who was an anti-war protester and a “child of the
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Sixties.” My interest in the well-being of this particular group of children (now adults)
cannot be separated from my politics, my social consciousness and my involvement in
Vietnam veteran issues: my partner is a Vietnam veteran who was a nurse in Vietnam
during the 1967-68 TET Offensive.
Despite these limitations, this research is important because it has the potential to help providers of care
to be more sensitive to the needs of children of war.

Significance of the Study
Given that one out of eleven persons in the world is a refugee, as mental health professionals we
are mandated to explore and develop new treatment and intervention modalities to adequately address the
problems resulting from war and migration trauma. As long as there have been wars, there have been
child victims/survivors of wars. Some social service providers are or will be asked to address this
problem with hundreds of thousands of displaced children around the globe. This study has sought to
explore what strengths this particular group of Vietnamese Amerasians possess which have contributed to
the resilience witnessed over time by this group. What can be learned from the phenomenological study
that may be of value in assisting us to respond more appropriately and effectively to the needs of the
children of war?

Organization of Chapters
This dissertation contains seven chapters. Chapter 1 is the introduction to the topic, statement of
the problem, purpose, significance and limitations of the study. In Chapter 2, the history of the
governmental response as well as the governmental mechanisms for resettling the Amerasians in the U.S.
are explored. Chapter 3 is the literature review. The pertinent literature includes attachment and early
loss of relationships to primary care givers; resilience; trauma; biracial, bicultural identity development;
and specific articles and references to children of war and specifically Vietnamese Amerasians. Chapter 4
is the research methodology chapter and will guide the reader through the triangulation of methods which
includes interviews, observations and the review of essential documents. Chapter 5 is an introduction to
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the 1998 profiles containing material and findings from the 1990 study. Chapter 6 contains the profiles
from the 1998 study, in their own words. Chapter 7 contains the conclusions and implications for further
study.
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CHAPTER 2

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Introduction
Vietnamese Amerasian children would not have existed without the American presence in
Vietnam. This chapter will briefly trace the history of America's involvement in Southeast Asia and the
government’s response to the plight of the Vietnamese Amerasian children. These are the children of
Vietnamese mothers and American soldiers or civilians. The most commonly accepted estimate of the
number of Amerasians in Southeast Asia is 30,000 but estimates range from 10,000 to 200,000 (Frost, J.
in Kutler, S.I., 1996). By 1972 there were one hundred and twenty orphanages in South Vietnam caring
for about nineteen thousand children (Lifton & Fox, 1972). By 1990, there were about 22,000
Amerasian refugees resettled in the United States.
By official records, the first involvement of the U.S. government was in 1954, when the French
War ended at the battle of Diem Bien Phu, and according to the Vietnamese, the Second French War
ended and the American War began. By 1969, 543,000 U.S. troops were in Vietnam. Between February
and April of 1973, the troop withdrawal had begun in earnest and the end of the war was symbolized by
the return of 591 U.S. prisoners of war. By February’ of 1973, U.S. troops had decreased to 20,000
(Kutler, 1996). North Vietnam threatened to use force, if necessary, to unify' the country and after two
years broke the peace accords with a massive conventional invasion that ended the war in April, 1975.

France’s Children of War
The French occupied Vietnam for three-quarters of a century. Vietnam was under French
colonial rule for seventy-five years. Fox and Lifton’s book. Children of Vietnam, published in 1972,
claims that “nearly ten times as many Americans were in Vietnam between 1965 and 1970 as Frenchmen
throughout the entire colonial period (Fox & Lifton, 1972, p. 66). The Franco-Vietnamese children
were called metis, and the European-fathered were called Eurasian. The French recognized the metis
children by granting them French citizenship upon request, and gave them an allotment for education
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(either in France or Vietnam). Vietnamese mothers who wanted to go to France with their children were
taken to France in 1954 (Fox & Litton, 1972).
The way in which the French managed the problem of their “children of war” may have
influenced how the Vietnamese women conceptualized the factors considered in becoming involved with
an American. The historical context may have persuaded some Vietnamese women to believe that
becoming romantically/sexually involved with an American was not something to avoid, but was rather
an option that could facilitate a legitimate departure from Vietnam and away from the economic and
social chaos caused by the war (personal conversation, L. Nguyen, 1990).

America’s Children of War
In April, 1984, the New York Times headline read, American War Orphans Come to U.S. The
article in paragraph one calls the orphans “children of the dust” and refers to them as the “. . . despised
mixed race children of American fathers and Vietnamese mothers, one of the most poignant legacies of
the Vietnam War.” Further on the article reads,
They are beginning to come in significant numbers because the government of
Vietnam, for the first time since the American armed forces pulled out nine years ago,
(sic) is now pursuing an aggressive policy with the United Nations of locating these
children and getting rid of them (emphasis mine), legally, safely and fast (sic). About
1,000 mixed blood children from Vietnam, many half-black, reflecting the
predominantly black make-up of American ground forces, have been resettled in the
United States so far. (New York Times, April 18, 1984)
The article described the documents the unaccompanied children came bearing. One such
document describing one minor who is a subject of this study said, “Lam, Binh, male bom in Ho Chi
Minh City in 1975, is an Asian-American orphan whose mother and father are dead, unknown, have
disappeared and left the child to be raised by the Government of Vietnam” (New York Times, April 18,
1984).

The Government’s Response to Vietnamese Amerasians
The first attempt to address the plight of the Amerasians and the other Vietnamese displaced
children resulted in “Operation Babylift” in April of 1975. In the final days of the war, two thousand

15

orphans were flown out of Vietnam on C-140 cargo planes. “Operation Babylift” ended when a plane
crashed and scattered three hundred babies across the rice fields of the Vietnam countryside (Bass, 1996,
P- 35).
After the crash, Congress mandated the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) to
investigate the circumstances of the operation and subsequent tragedy. INS discovered that the babies,
most of whom were too young to talk, had not been formally relinquished for adoption by their parents or
by the government. The rapidly escalating panic involved in getting the children out of Vietnam made it
virtually impossible for there to be a formal relinquishment of all of the displaced and abandoned
children. Many children in the orphanages had wandered away from bombed villages or were too young
to identify themselves. Parents were dead or missing.
My investigation in 1995 into “Operation Babylift” included many calls to the State Department,
The Office for Refugees and Immigrants, and the two principle voluntary agencies, United States
Catholic Conference and Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services. I was unable to discover any
significant documentation of either “the Babylift” or the subsequent investigation by the INS. I had
heard that we had returned some children to Vietnam following the INS investigation, but this story was
not verifiable. Further, I found a virtual press “black out” of “the Babylift.” The explanation given by
the politicians from the U.S. and adoption agencies regarding the plight of the unrelinquished babies was
inadequate to satisfy the many complaints by Vietnam and other countries as well as individuals who
were concerned about possible human rights violations. The American Civil Liberties Union attempted
many months later to address the problem.

The Adoptive Families
In Beyond the Babylift: The Story of an Adoption. Pamela Chatterton Purdy said she wants “to
put flesh on our struggle to be a family...” Her diary begins
The Babylift from Vietnam had been in full swing for about a month, and
every day thousands of children were being flown to all parts of the country. Couples
with active, approved applications for U.S. adoptions were telephoned by Friends of
Children of Vietnam to see whether they would consider a Vietnamese child. Our call
came on Thursday, May 15. (Purdy, 1987, p.15)
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On June 21, 1976, Pamela Purdy received a telephone call from the INS. The man on the
telephone asked if he could come and make a visit. Because the Amerasian children had no papers and
no entry cards, the American Civil Liberties Union was challenging the legality of bringing children into
this country. All Amerasian children were to be photographed, fingerprinted, foot printed, and their
whereabouts in the U.S. verified. All available information was filmed on videotape and the tape was
flown to Saigon. Trucks then traveled through the streets announcing through a megaphone the names of
the children and their birth dates. The idea was that if the mother came forward to claim her son or
daughter, the child would be flown back to Vietnam at the U.S. government’s expense. There is no
available information on how many children were identified and actually returned to Vietnam.
When the babies were first airlifted to American couples in 1975, nobody thought much about
the fact that there was no identifying information that would allow a person to locate his/her family if she
wanted to do so twenty years later. The babies wore bracelets with birth dates that were approximated
because the date of birth was not an important piece of information for the people of Vietnam. There was
no other information included. The mother’s name or the family name was not part of the record. In the
waning days of the war, the panic disallowed thinking much about any future. The adoption agencies
believed they were saving the lives of these children, and it appears that there was no thought given to
their inevitable identity crisis in fifteen to twenty years.

First Official Response from the U.S. Government
Seven years later, in 1982, the U.S. Congress passed Public Law 97-359, the law referred to as
the Korea, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia or Thailand known to have been fathered by a U.S. citizen. Since
the U.S. had no diplomatic relations with Vietnam in 1982, the Amerasian Immigration Act had no
enforceability in the cases of thousands of Amerasians in Vietnam. The law was flawed in a number of
other ways. It did not allow mothers or half-siblings to accompany the children and, in fact, the mothers
of minor Amerasians were forced to sign an irrevocable release for their child or children.
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Orderly Departure Program
By September 30, 1982, Amerasians began exiting through the Orderly Departure Program
(ODP). ODP was an emigration mechanism established in 1979 by the Vietnamese government and the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The purpose of the ODP is to provide an
alternative to escapes by boat which had proved perilous. Persons leaving Vietnam under ODP had first
to obtain exit permits from the Vietnamese government and meet the eligibility requirements of the
receiving country.
The first Americans to exit Vietnam via ODP were children whose American fathers had filed
papers for them and who were then able to enter the country as U.S. citizens. The Department of State
later made changes to ODP and expanded it to include Amerasians for whom documentation was not
available but who “appeared” to have been fathered by an American. These individuals were then
admitted as refugees. They included both Amerasians traveling alone, the “unaccompanied minors” and
Amerasians traveling with their immediate family. The criteria and process for registering for ODP was
complicated and risky for the women who were mothers of Amerasians. Many women thought it was a
trap and were afraid they would lose their jobs or social standing if they responded to the flyer
announcing ODP for themselves and their Amerasian children.

Amerasian Homecoming Act
Five years later, on December 22, 1987, Congress passed the Amerasian Homecoming Act, also
known as the Mrazek Act after its sponsor, U.S. Representative Robert Mrazek. This act, which went
into effect on march 21, 1988, permits anyone bom in Vietnam after January 1, 1962 and before January
1, 1976, whose father was a U.S. citizen, to enter the U.S. with immigrant status and full refugee benefits.
From 1982 to 1988, ODP brought approximately 11,500 Vietnamese Amerasians and accompanying
relatives out of Vietnam. By the end of 1994, ORR (Office for Refugee Resettlement) had completed a
special initiative to assist in the resettlement of 20,289 Vietnamese Amerasians. Accompanying family
members totaled 56,743 for a combined 77,032 refugees (Report to Congress, FY 1994).
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Some Amerasian children were brought here primarily in 1975 and 1976 by adoption agencies
to be adopted by American families. Other Amerasian children came through the ODP as
Unaccompanied Minors. The Unaccompanied Minors were placed in foster care in American families or,
occasionally, with Vietnamese families by resettlement agencies.

Status Change: Dust to Gold
When Congress enacted the Amerasian Homecoming Act in 1987, many Vietnamese individuals
began to offer to pay for being allowed to represent themselves as relatives of the American children. In
other words, the Amerasian who had been known previously in Vietnam as Bui Doi meaning “Dust of
Life,” suddenly had the elevated status of “Children of Gold.” Suddenly, the homeless Amerasians were
being offered shelter and a “family.”
Some of the mothers of Amerasians raised them and cared for them in spite of the hardship and
risk this placed them in. “Many mothers report being harassed by local officials; sometimes they (were)
dragged out of bed in the middle of the night and interrogated; sometimes imprisoned for varying lengths
of time; and in extreme cases, sent to prison camps” (DeBonis, Steven, 1995, P.10).
Some of these mothers wanted to accompany their child/children to the U.S.; some did not.
Some mothers had elderly parents, a Vietnamese husband and often more Vietnamese children to care for
which made leaving Vietnam untenable for them. Other arrangements were made when mothers who
were eligible to accompany their Amerasian children to the U.S. chose not to do so in some situations,
other relatives would buy the papers to present to the Immigration and Naturalization Service. In other
situations, the family would “sell” the right to this immigration option to someone having enough gold to
afford the bribe.
Some of the mothers of the Amerasians had abandoned their children at birth. They had given
them to a grandmother or other relative. In other cases the mother “lost” the toddler in the marketplace
(interview, Yen Vu, 1998; personal conversation, Lucy Nguyen, April, 1989). When the Amerasian
Homecoming Act and the provisions made for the Amerasians and their mothers became known to these
women, they suddenly appeared to reclaim their children. Frequently, the children had no way of
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knowing with any surety whether this was, in fact, their mother, another relative or an unrelated
impostor.
Some of the children of the streets, who had never been cared for by anyone, were exceptionally
vulnerable to being claimed by anyone. Unfortunately, some Amerasian children left behind the person
or persons to whom they were attached: the grandparent or “foster” parent who had been their real parent.
The Amerasians were forced by circumstance, politics and corruption to come to the U.S. with a mother
who had never cared for them before or with a stranger claiming to be the mother.
In the Philippine Refugee Processing Center (PRPC), the mental health counselors had the very
difficult task of sorting through the complex “family” dynamics of these often-ffaudulent families. There
were cases where the perjury was uncovered and the drama ended with the fake family being sent back to
Vietnam. There were also cases where fake families or reappearing moms made many promises to be
“like family” once they arrived in the U.S., promises which fell apart when the Amerasian child
demanded anything or asked for something the family did not want to give. Once the previously
accommodating family had their feet firmly planted in American soil, all promises were terminated for
many hopeful Amerasians.
These children had grown in Vietnam as social outcasts. Vietnam is largely a patriarchal,
homogeneous society where most families disapprove of intermarriage. The emphasis on not diluting the
pure blood of the Vietnamese people is a widely held value. An old Vietnamese saying illustrates how
strongly some Vietnamese feel about this issue: “It is better to marry a village dog than a rich man
elsewhere.” The issue of being biracial often resulted in the Vietnamese Amerasian being abandoned and
rejected by society and, in many instances, by their family. These values may explain why the
Amerasian children are not embraced by the larger Vietnamese society, either in Vietnam or in the U.S.
In the United States there was continued debate about whether to allow any Southeast Asian refugees to
be resettled here. The anti-Asian sentiment was operative in many minds and hearts. The Vietnam War
(called the American War by the Vietnamese people) was still an embarrassment to many Americans.
The Amerasian children are the undeniable evidence that U.S. military men and civilians were in
Vietnam.
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My Professional History
As I have stated previously, I came to this work with some family therapy experience and
training as well as significant experience working clinically with trauma survivors. When I began
working with refugee children, I had recently finished my master’s degree in counseling psychology. I
had awareness of various theories about trauma and the treatment of individuals who were trauma
survivors.
In 1985,1 was working at Everywoman’s Center at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst,
Massachusetts, as the assistant coordinator of the Counselor/Advocate Program, a program funded by the
Massachusetts Department of Public Health to respond to the victims of sexual assault. I had worked
previously as the Director of a rape hotline in Gloucester, MA (1983-84) and was well versed in the
techniques of crisis intervention with sexual assault victims and in the particular dynamics of what was
then called “Rape Trauma Syndrome.” After resigning as the assistant coordinator of the Counselor
Advocate Program and entering graduate school, 1 began a counseling internship working for the
Counseling Program at Everywoman’s Center. I had hoped that I would have the opportunity to work
with clients who were not survivors of rape or child sexual abuse so that I would acquire a broader range
of experiences. This was not the case. Nearly all of my clients, regardless of their presenting problem,
were also victim/survivors of some trauma, usually sexual in nature. During my time as a counseling
intern, I gained a reputation as someone who worked well with trauma survivors. I have worked in a
private psychotherapy practice that has been chiefly made up of clients who are trauma survivors.
When I interviewed for the job at the refugee resettlement agency, I was already prepared by my
past clinical experience and exposure to theories regarding treatment of PTSD (post traumatic stress
disorder) to believe that all of the child survivors of war needed counseling. I felt fortunate to have
already had such extensive experience in the field. I had already heard Bessel van der Kolk speak as well
as Judith Herman and I had affiliations with two national organizations dedicated to the study of trauma.
In the next chapter, I reveal the literature review which prepared me for the inclusion of a specific body
of knowledge contributing to the evolution of my thinking.
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CHAPTER 3

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
To review the literature concerning the Vietnamese Amerasian children of war is to look at
literature relevant to this population. Someone told me that the literature review chapter should be like a
“map of the mind” - in this case, my mind and the evolution of my thinking about this topic - about these
individuals.
In order to study the Vietnamese Amerasian children of war, it is necessary to understand them
from a range of positions: from attachment theory to theories encompassing early loss, trauma, resilience,
and racial, ethnic identity development. There is a strong research base for the understanding of
attachment and early loss (Bowlby, Freud, Burlingham, Ainsworth, Sroufe, Main, Klein, Kagan, Mahler,
Harlow, and Stem). There also exists a rich theoretical base on racial identity development and for
children’s awareness of ethnicity, race and class (Alexander, Erikson, Huang, Kich, Miller, Nash, Root,
Tatum, and Williams). The literature on trauma and, in particular, war trauma is poignant in its
descriptions of the situations worldwide involving the abandonment and exploitation of children in
wartime (Felsman, McKelvey, Bemak, Johnson, Leong, & Herman). In the discussion of how children
survive in a war zone or how they remain psychologically intact after such loss and trauma, there is the
much literature on resilience (Anthony, Butler, Caims, Cicchetti & Garmezy, Garbarino, Coles, Danieli,
Janoff-Bulman, Kozol, Terr). There is also an impressive body of literature on post traumatic stress
disorder in children (Terr, van der Kolk, Hermann, Garbarino, et al.)
Cross cultural counseling and child development in a multi-cultural or bi-cultural context is also
examined in this chapter, including some observations of identity development and migration trauma
(Valsiner, Root). To apply Western theories to this population when the country of their birth is Vietnam
is to apply a theoretical construct, which is not congruous with the cultural mores or beliefs within which
the Vietnamese live their lives. Discussing any theories of attachment, resilience, trauma, ethnicity and
identity is to focus on the framework for these theoretical foundations, as they are understood from this
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place at this time. In other words, the context is extraordinarily pertinent and it is necessary to be
particularly mindful of cultural bias and ethnocentrism as we explore a group of multiracial individuals
from a cross (multi) cultural perspective.

Attachment and Loss
The single most prevalent example of war trauma to a child of war is the profound psychic and
emotional injury of disrupted relationships. The loss of primary care-givers is an injury to the essential
psychic and emotional well-being of the child that will affect that individual’s ability to trust and form
healthy relationships for the rest of his life. Many theorists, beginning with the psychoanalytic school in
Europe during and just after World War II, were involved in thinking about what the effects might be of
the interruptions, sometimes, temporary and sometimes permanent, of the mother-infant relationship.

Children of War 1936 -1943
Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham directed three wartime nurseries in England for the
Foster Parents’ Plan. Freud and Burlingham had expanded the work undertaken since 1936 when the
Foster Parents’ Plan for War Children began its work with the children from Spain who were under
bombardment. Later the Plan operated in France working with French, Polish, Dutch and Belgian
children. When France fell, the organization began their work in England.
More than 20,000 cases of children of war were studied between 1936 and 1943. The
Hampstead Nurseries consisted of three houses in three separate locations, in England, during World War
II. Freud and Burlingham undertook a preliminary study of children residing in The Hampstead
Nurseries, who were separated from their parents due to war. The design of the program included a
priority placed on the visitation of the children by their parents. Because of this priority, when possible,
one or both parents visited some of the children housed in the nurseries during their stay there.
Freud and Burlingham were interested in the effect of the experience of the war on the children
who had to be evacuated to the countryside. The cases presented in the writings of Freud and
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Burlingham illustrate the effects on the child of early separation and loss. These findings were published
and discussed at length (Freud & Burlingham, 1943).
Clearly divergent from the ideologies which we imagine may have guided the work of the
people in charge of the orphanages in Vietnam, Freud and Burlingham outline four main achievements
that guided their work:
1.

To repair damage already caused by war conditions to the bodily and mental health of
children. We, therefore, accept children who have suffered through bombing, shelter
sleeping, indiscriminate evacuation and billeting. We try to serve on the one hand as a
convalescent home and on the other, whenever necessary, a home for problem children.

2.

To prevent further harm being done to the children. If small babies have to be
separated from their mothers, we try to keep them in comparative safety within easy
reach of their families.

We provide every facility for visiting so that the baby can

develop an attachment for and knowledge of its mother and be prepared for a later
return to family life. For the older children we make the necessary provision for
ordinary peacetime education and, again, to try to preserve the remnants of family
attachments so far as possible.
3.

To do research on the essential psychological needs of children; to study their reaction
to bombing, destruction and early separation from their families; to collect facts about
the harmful consequences whenever their essential needs remain unmet; to observe the
general influence of community life at an early age on their development.

4.

To instruct people interested in the forms of education based on psychological
knowledge of the child; and generally to work out a pattern of nursery life which can
serve as a model for peace-time education in spite of the conditions of war (Freud &
Burlingham, 1943, pp.13, 14).

It is of significance to note that the nurseries gave lodging and paid work to the mothers to nurse
their babies, and extended hospitality to the parents of all children.

24

This was a policy bom of the

awareness of the importance of the parent-child bond over all other considerations. These were not the
conditions of the orphanages in Vietnam.

Artificial Families
In the Hampstead nurseries, artificial families were set up in order to respond to the new
awareness of the need for a constant mother-substitute. The previous policy had not assigned specific
children to specific workers. Two factors influenced this policy change: (1) Certain children clearly
preferred certain workers, and (2) Certain steps in development were slow in coming. Some children
seemed to be having a specific problem in overcoming their baby habits and others seemed to be taking
too long overcoming reverses in their development due to separation from home. Freud and Burlingham
attributed these difficulties to the lack of a stable mother- relationship. The step taken was to subdivide
the large nursery group into six small “family groups.” Each group had about four children. In
assigning the “mothers’ to the children, they took the lead of the children in his/her preference on the one
hand and the preference of the workers on the other. Each “mother” had charge of her family. She alone
would dress, bathe and provide protection to her group.
It was observed that the feelings for the need for individual attachment, which had been lying
dormant, came out in a rush. It was also noted that the feelings were not entirely happy ones. If children
are reminded of their attachment to the original mother then children also realized that mothers can go
away or be lost. “To have a mother means, to them equally, the possibility of losing a mother; the love
for the mother being thus closely accompanied by the hate and resentment produced by the supposed
desertion” (Freud and Burlingham, 1943, p. 158).
In a book called No Place to Be A Child, James Garbarino, provided us with an introduction to
the concept of substitute parenting in his study of the children of war:
We went to these war zones as child development professionals, nurses, psychologists,
community leaders, soldiers and others who could shed light on the experience of
children growing up in a war zone. We asked children to draw pictures of their homes
and their communities, asked them to tell what it was like to live in their homes and
communities. We learned that most children can cope with horrible experiences and
high levels of stress if they have a secure relationship with parents or effective
substitutes, and if the adults themselves can continue to function as sources of support
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for their children (sic).We learned that resilient children do cope, but not without cost.
Even when they survive reasonably intact they may face lifelong challenges as a result
of growing up in a war zone. These challenges include threats to their mental health, to
their physical well being, and to their moral development. (Garbarino, et al. 1991 p
34)

Rationale for the Special Treatment of Children of War
Freud and Burlingham, in the conclusions of their reports, stated that:
The emotional relations of a small child to his parents are of importance for his
development. This childish love is the pattern for all later love relationships. The
ability to love - like other human faculties - has to be learned and practiced. Whenever,
through the absence of or interruption of personal ties, this opportunity is missing in
childhood, all later relationships will develop weakly, will remain shallow. The
opposite of this ability to love is not hate but egoism. The feelings which should go on
outside objects remain inside the individual and are used up in self-love. (Freud &
Burlingham, 1943, 191-192)
Freud and Burlingham had a public dispute with John Bowlby regarding whether they were
unprepared for the responses shown by the children after separation. Primarily, the disagreement was
about whether Bowlby’s attachment theory, which was fundamentally biological, was an adequate
explanation to refute the drive theory and the findings from the Hampstead Nurseries. The theoretical
position of Freud and Burlingham interpreted “the details of the separation distress on the basis of the
libido theory, namely as an unfortunate happening within the child’s first experience of object love”
(Freud, 1969, p. 171). Bowlby would have preferred the term “separation anxiety” to denote the whole
sequence of the child’s experience of separation. According to Anna Freud, the first stage is the child’s
loud protest, painful longing and hope; a second stage of increasing anger and despair; and a third stage,
which was called withdrawal and which was described as characterized as severe regressions, that is, loss
or disturbance of bodily and mental functions” (Freud, 1969, p. 169).

John Bowlby
In the late 1930s, John Bowlby first became interested in the relationships between parents and
their children as Melanie Klein, the inventor of psychoanalytic play therapy, supervised him in child
therapy. Melanie Klein considered herself an unwavering follower of Freud’s theory. She believed that
her work contributed to psychoanalysis, extending psychoanalysis into the very early stages of infancy.
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Klein was one of the first object relations theorists and has remained prominent in this field of inquiry.
The object relations that Klein was talking about were internal relationships in other words “fantasy.”
Bowlby said he split with the Kleinians because “The notion that internal relationships reflect external
relationships was totally missing from her thinking” (Bowlby, 1990).
Klein’s supervision of a case of Bowlby’s in 1938 set the tone for their theoretical and practical
dispute. Bowlby was treating a small hyperactive boy five days a week. During the sessions, the mother,
as reported by Bowlby, could be observed sitting in the waiting room wringing her hands. Bowlby
wanted to involve the mother in the treatment. Melanie Klein forbade him to speak to the woman
(Karen, 1990).
Bowlby’s restructuring of psychoanalytic concepts placed him in a position to fill what he
considered a gap in psychoanalytic thinking. Bowlby began studying the effects of separations in and
disruptions of the parent-child relationship in the first five years. It was during this time that Anna Freud
and Dorothy Burlingham undertook their work in the Hampstead Nurseries, a project that Bowlby
believed was beyond their abilities to manage (Freud, 1973).

Birth of Attachment Theory
Attachment theory has its origins in three distinct fields of inquiry: ethology, developmental
psychology and psychoanalysis. In 1951, Sir Julian Huxley began talking with John Bowlby, who
originated attachment theory. Huxley encouraged Bowlby to read Konrad Lorenz’s research on
imprinting in newborn goslings, a phenomenon in which the infant birds attach themselves to the first
moving object they see. Bowlby felt he now had a biological basis for his belief that a child needs an
ongoing reliable attachment to a primary care-giver and that he/she suffers grievously, if that attachment
is interrupted or lost.
Further research has shown that many prominent pediatricians, child psychiatrists and
developmental psychologists subscribe to the idea of the importance and primacy of that first
relationship. Attachment, according to Mary Ainsworth (1973), ‘ may be defined as an affectional tie that
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binds one person or animal forms between himself and another specific one- a tie that binds them
together in space and endures over time.”
When people are attached to one each other, they try to be near one another and they interact
with each other often. Children show attachment by proximity seeking behaviors- such as approaching,
following, and climbing onto the care-giver's lap. Children also exhibit contact-maintaining behaviors,
such as clinging, resisting being put down, and using social referencing (waving, nodding, smiling,
glancing) once they are moving around on their own. Parents show their attachment by paying attention,
keeping a watchful eye on the child, even when safety does not require it, and by responding with
sensitivity and affection, to vocalizations, expressions and gestures.
Mary Ainsworth found, as many other social scientists have, that universal human behaviors are
most easily noticed where one’s usual cultural blindness is removed. Ainsworth went to Central Africa to
observe mothers and infants in a culture different from her own. Ainsworth discovered that virtually all
normal infants develop special relationships to the people who care for them and that some infants are
more secure in their attachments then others (Ainsworth, 1967)
Secure attachment provides comfort and confidence, as evidenced by the infant’s attempts to be
close to the care-giver and then by the infant’s readiness to explore. In contrast, insecure attachment is
characterized by an infant’s fear, anxiety, anger, or seeming indifference to a care-giver. Over¬
dependence on or lack of confidence on the part of the child characterizes the insecurely attached child.
Attachment is also influenced by the broader family context, including the extent and quality of
the father’s involvement in the child’s care and the nature of the marital relationship, and by the overall
social context.

Debunking Infant Determinism
Not all child development theorists subscribe to the importance of early attachment experiences
but focus more on the idea that early relationships do not inevitably determine later social relationships.
Jerome Kagan has written a book challenging infant determinism. In this book Three Seductive Idea^
Kagan explored the philosophical reasoning behind the focus on believing that early mechanistic
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structures in the infant psyche will unalterably change the course of events for the child’s developmental
future. Kagan believes it is important to remember that there are other factors that determine the life
course of a child. Kagan posits that the belief in the importance of early experience contributes to the
idea that the parent’s first actions are useful. Kagan ties these doctrines to egalitarianism.
If society could arrange growth-enhancing experiences for all infants and if the resulting
psychological products were preserved despite the slings and arrows of later life, we might approach the
ideal of a society of equals. But if, on the other hand, the frustrations of poverty or prejudice could
produce psychological discontinuities in adolescence despite a benevolent infancy, the egalitarian
premise would be threatened. Thus, community sentiment surrounding the idea of equality maintains this
assumption (Kagan, 1998, p. 5).
No serious student of child development challenges the claim that social experiences of the first
two years influence to a certain degree the profile we see on a child’s second birthday. Infants who are
neglected are clearly less alert, less verbal and less enthusiastic than infants who receive predictable care
and affection and playful encounters. However, the profile at age ten is the result of a decade of
experiences not just those that occurred in the first two years.

Mother and Child Relationships in the Early Stages
Children are dependent on their mother for primal need gratification, therefore survival.
Research has shown that the emotional context of the mother is an important variable when observing the
mother child interactive dyad. In the situation of the Amerasians, we know that the birth of a mixed race
child into the profoundly homogenous Culture of Vietnam caused enormous stress to the mother and to
her family.
The disruption of relationship from the biological mother for the Vietnamese Amerasians
sometimes occurred in infancy or early childhood. Occasionally the separation and disruption from the
mother (or mother substitute) did not occur until just before the migration to the U.S.
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Identity
One of my fundamental concerns in doing this particular survey of identity in this population
was that I worried the concept was so grounded in Western psychological thought that I would be
exposing cultural bias just to ask these questions. In my interview with Lucy Nguyen I asked her about
my concerns:
M.E. I just wanted to ask one more thing. This study is about identity which is a Western
concept, I think. I wonder about what you said in terms of fate and how the two things fit
together. Do you think that identity is anything anyone thinks about, or talks about, or is it
something that is such a Western concept that it is not a concern?
L.N. I’m quite sure it is a concern but as you know in Asian culture, most of the time,
we don’t talk about many concerns, about issues, about problems, we internalize those
problems or issues or concerns and we don’t talk about it and I’m quite sure that people
think about it and I’m pretty sure that Amerasian children sometimes sat down and
thought about their situation, they would ask themselves: Who am I? Am I American?
Am I Vietnamese?
Lucy then described her role as the person who wrote down the social histories for the
Amerasians for their file at Lutheran Child and Family Services. When she asked them, “ Do you think
you are American or do you think you are Vietnamese or do you think you are both?”, she said that they
would sit there for five or ten minutes trying to figure out how to answer. The children would then say,
“I think I am American.” And Lucy would say, “How about Vietnamese? Do you think you are
Vietnamese?” “Yeah, we are Vietnamese too, but now I’m in America so I think I am an American.”
Lucy stated that she thought they knew they had “double” identity. She does go on to reiterate
that because of Confucianism and Vietnam being a patrilineal society , that the children get their identity
from the father, so are therefore more likely to believe that their American part is more important or more
accentuated, especially since now they were in America.

Erikson
In the following section, Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development will be a centerpiece for
investigating why loss and identity are so interrelated, especially in this population. I will also present
some of the other studies that have been significant in learning from this particular group of youngsters.
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What is a personal identity? In Erikson’s terms, it is the individual’s way of organizing all the
past and present identifications, attributes, desires, and orientations that the individual believes best
represent the self’ (Damon, 1983, p. 325).
Erik Erikson’s interest in identity came partially and profoundly from his own experience as an
adopted person. Erikson’s theory stresses the importance of one’s past in the service and interest of one’s
future. The entire theory of Erikson’s model of psycho- social development is a linear model with each
task being resolved and moving onto the next. However, Erikson realized that while there was a certain
point when each stage of developmental conflict became critical, the conflict is present throughout life.
The resolution of each of the eight developmental conflicts is cumulative, in other words, how
each person manages each stage affects the way she will handle the conflict in the next stage. What was
revolutionary about Erikson’s theory historically was that he saw the stages as periods in life during
which the person’s capacities for experience dictate that an individual must make a certain adjustment to
the social environment and the self. Erikson’s theory places the person in a context where the importance
of the culture of the family, or who one’s parents are, and how well they have adjusted and developed
affects the way they assist the child in mediating the different stages for herself. As the stages are
presented one must realize that they are presented in extremes. No one will completely resolve any of
these conflicts but will be in process in a lifetime of development. Following is a brief definition of
Erikson’s theory of development:

I, Trust Versus Mistrust — Approximate Ages: 0-1 year
In the early care giving period the infant learns whether the world is a safe place through her
experience with her care giver or primary parent. The infant needs continuous care, attention and
protection.

II. Autonomy Versus Shame and Doubt -- Approximate Ages: 2-3 years
In this period the task is on the control of elimination. If the potty training is successful, then
the child feels a sense of mastery and control over her environment. If potty training is initiated too early
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or is too rigid, the child is not yet ready, or is physiologically immature to control her bowels, and is by
implication unable to control her parents.
Children are also becoming aware at this age that they can affect other people in their social
world, and they discover how much control they have over their own and other’s behavior.
“Some balance between cooperation and competition and between self- expression and self-control, is
necessary for a lasting sense of good will and pride” (Erikson, 1963, p. 254).

III. Initiative Versus Guilt — Approximate Ages: 3-6 Years
In this stage children struggle to achieve independence from their parents as children come in
contact with an expanding world of maturing expertise and social means . The guilt arises if the level of
competence doesn’t match the child’s self-perceived abilities. “A sense of initiative prompts children to
try new things, engage social company companions and master new skills” (Green, 1989, p.74). If
children are given support at this stage then they will continue to feel competent to try new things and
build on these abilities.

IV. Industry Versus Inferiority — Approximate Ages: 6-11 Years
Children perform age-appropriate tasks favored by the society in which they live. These tasks
are social and intellectual and include forming social groups and attending school. A sense of what is
expected by society is instilled in children at this stage. The crisis at this stage is to learn cooperation,
therefore, socially it is an extremely decisive stage.
Parents, teachers and other adults who offer tasks deemed worthwhile foster a sense of
industry. However, earlier failures or assignments of tasks that impose greater
requirements than the child has mastered tend to produce a sense of failure and
inferiority. Children’s feelings of inferiority due to their social heritage (e.g., racial,
class, or sexual differences) may be spawned if consistently linked to differential
performance on tasks deemed desirable by them.” (Green, 1989, p. 74)
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V. Identity Versus Identity Diffusion - Approximate Ages: 12-18 Years
With the sense of self-awareness that the hormonal changes at the onset of puberty precipitate,
Erikson says we are in the identity crisis of adolescence. Erikson says that the psycho-social crisis of
adolescence reflects the need to determine a self-identity and the profusion of possible social identities
supported by the culture (Erikson, 1963).
Adolescents attempt to resolve their identity conflict by experimenting with different roles and
relationships. Those who achieve a sense of their personal identity come through the crisis with a sense
of self-worth that reflects their self-determined value to society. Those who fail this crisis may continue
throughout adulthood to be intolerant and immature in their treatment of and attitudes toward others who
are different (Green, 1983, P.75).

VI. Intimacy and Solidarity Versus Isolation - Approximate Ages: the 20's
The ability to share one’s self with another of either sex without losing one’s own sense of
identity is the task of this stage. Erikson’s belief was that a person’s ability to resolve this stage is
affected by her resolution of the five earlier conflicts.

VII. Generativitv Versus Stagnation or Self-absorption -- Approximate Ages: 20's -50's
In this stage, the adult in the ideal is ready to help others. Others could mean her children, or
society, or other people. During this stage the person can direct their energies to the resolution of social
concerns. Failure to resolve the earlier issues leads an individual to be overly self-involved.

VIII. Integrity Versus Despair -- Approximate Ages: 50's and Beyond
This final stage is clearly a cumulative result of all the prior opportunities to resolve the other
seven conflicts. At this point, it is normal for an adult to look back over their life and review the
successes and failures. If an individual has been successful in work and in personal relationships, then
one has integrity. If one has only experienced failure in work and in love, then one feels a sense of
despair. “Life history intersects with history” (Erikson, 1958).
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Erik Erikson, whose theories of identity have influenced modem thought, speaks of the
psychological tasks that the young person must solve in the early stages of the life cycle: basic trust and
trustworthiness, self-esteem, a sense of right and wrong, independence, and initiative. Failure to achieve
a strong sense of self by accomplishing these tasks leads to what he calls identity confusion: doubt about
who you are, what you want to be, and what you want to do.
Erikson’s sensitivity to identity issues may well have been influenced by his being adopted as a
young child by his mother’s German-Jewish husband and his lack of real knowledge of who his real
father was.
‘“Adoption was the greatest theme of Erikson’s life,’ a childhood friend of Erikson’s
tells me. ‘He talked about it all the time, speculated on the possibilities. What if he
had been raised by his mother and his real father? What if his mother had stayed in
Denmark instead of Germany to give birth to him?”’ (Sants, 1964, in Lifton, 1994)
In looking at Amerasians and identity and the particular challenges that face this group in terms
of beginning to negotiate the identity crisis of adolescence, it is clear that the Amerasian has been
negatively impacted by the unresolved tasks in the other stages.
Individual identity is a Western psychological concept. The idea of resolution of the tasks of
psycho-social development in a country at war is essentially inconceivable. The concept of identity is a
concept that seems particularly rooted in individualism. In this culture there are many opportunities to
assert one’s individual identity and in fact, it is expected of parents of adolescents that part of the task of
parenting this age person is to be willing to tolerate the many identities one’s child may need to
undertake to find a solid self-identity. It is interesting to note that while choice of an identity is Western
in origin, it is clear that when identity is imposed or given by the group in more traditional societies, there
are also struggles inherent in the seeking of a comfortable self-identity. For Vietnamese Amerasians
then, they can benefit from both ways of conceptualizing identity formation and operationalize their bicultural or multicultural heritage.
For Vietnamese Amerasians, it is a unique task to establish one’s individual identity. In
Vietnam, a person’s identity comes from one’s relationships with one s family - especially the father. It
is true that we all to some extent resolve our identity diffusion through relationships with others. If we
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convey culture through relationship, then what are the ways that Amerasians can resolve their identity
problems? This is a particularly perplexing obstacle when the society in Vietnam is patrilineal. The
Amerasian lacked status in the society partly because she was a child of the former enemy and partly
because she had no father with her. There were no ancestors to worship and no one from whom to derive
your familial piety. In the case of those Amerasians who were abandoned at a young age, the additional
burden of not being able to resolve the trust versus mistrust stage, predicts a very difficult adjustment to
the establishment of a solid identity in a foreign country.

Abandonment?
There is an inherent risk to the individual who has been adopted when the term “abandonment”
is the only way the relinquishment of babies in foreign countries can look appropriate. The use of the
term “abandoned” with Amerasian babies is explained by Lifton:
The earliest influx of transracial adoptees to the U.S. were mixed-blood children,
known as Amerasians, spawned by our soldiers during the American occupation of
Japan, and then during the Korean and Vietnam wars. As a foreign correspondent in
Korea at the end of the war, and in Vietnam, I saw what war does to innocent children.
I saw the young victims in the orphanages; I saw them in the hospitals; I saw them in
the streets. Vietnamese children separated from their families were known as the “Dust
of Life.”
Since those war- tom years, Asian children have been scattered like dust by the social
chaos in their decimated countries. The shortage of healthy White newborns in this
country inspired many infertile couples to overlook racial and religious differences and
take the babies of poor Asian women — unwed factory workers who could not return to
their villages with an illegitimate child, and poor mothers who already had too many
mouths to feed. Until the last few years, more than half of our transracial adoptees
came from Korea. Throughout most of the 1960's and 1970’s, as many as three
thousand were delivered annually by plane to various U.S. airports by reliable
caretakers, who, in exchange, were given travel expenses.
I remember sometime in the 1970's boarding a 747 in Tokyo that had originated in
Korea and was bound for New York via Seattle. On my way through the plane I
chanced upon a scene that seemed out of a Fellini movie. On every seat in the central
section lay a full-blooded Korean baby swaddled in blankets. There must have been
about sixty in all. An eerie silence filled the air as the infants slept or stared solemnly
up at their attendants. Their grave beauty startled me. When I moved to the area
during the flight I found a few restless babies being carried up and down the aisle on
comforting shoulders. I soon was carrying one on mine, and the precariousness of the
infants unknown fate made me feel that I was carrying my earlier self on this fragile
shuttle hurtling eleven thousand miles through the skies. I wanted to hold her for as
long as this journey took, then flee home with her and give her everything I could to
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make up for the loss what she was leaving behind in her ancestral land. But as an
adoptee, I knew I could not make up for the pain of the loss of her mother, who, out of
poverty, desperation, the dream that her baby could make it better alone, the fantasy of
some wealthy foreign couple raising her like a princess, had left her near some police
box, knowing that she would be quickly found and taken to an international adoption
agency. “What is her name?,” I asked one of the women escorting the babies. She
didn’t know. “Do the babies have any family identification or any attached to them?,”
I asked. She looked at the little cloth bracelet with its destination number on the
infant’s wrist and then looked over its clothing. “I don’t see anything,” she said. “I
guess it’s because these babies were abandoned.” That is how I first learned that the
American families waiting at the airports for their children were given no background
information except that dread word abandoned.
The sense of being abandoned, of being unwanted, was the heritage around which these
children were expected to build a healthy sense of self. The children wouldn’t know,
because their adoptive parents weren’t told, that their mothers were instructed to leave
them at the police box so that it would look as if they were abandoned. (Lifton, 1994,
P-78).
Lifton said that there is no question of the love and devotion that parents have for their
transracial children. The difficulty is in getting the adoptive parent to realize the child’s desire for
connection to her roots. Social workers and psychologists who work with adolescent and young adult
adoptees agree that at puberty, the central question is: Who am 1?
Philip Tajitsu Nash said that each of us grows up in unique circumstances but that children
whose parents are from two distinct “racial” backgrounds is a reminder that everyone is multicultural
and deserves to be treated as a multifaceted individual. He concluded his very short chapter saying,
“Stereotypes must die so that our whole selves can live” (Nash, in Root, p. 330).

Another Model of Identity Development
George Kitahara Kich provided us with a three phase model of biracial, bi-cultural
development:
1.

An initial awareness of difference and dissonance between self¬
perceptions and others’ perceptions of them (initially, 3 through 10
years of age).

2.

A struggle for acceptance from others (initially, age 8 through late
adolescence and young adulthood).

3.

Acceptance of themselves as people with a biracial and bi-cultural
identity (late adolescence throughout adulthood.
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These three stages describe a biracial person’s transitions from a questionable,
sometimes devalued sense of self to one where an interracial self-conception is highly
valued and secure. The major developmental task for biracial people is to differentiate
critically among others’ interpretations of them, various pejorative and grandiose labels
and mislabels, and their own experiences and conceptions of themselves. (Kich, in
Root, 1992, p. 305-306)

In Kich’s model, he pointed out the crucial part that parents play as facilitators of a biracial, bicultural person’s self-acceptance. The Amerasians in my study were often without the resource of
parents to perform this critical responsibility.
Even without social or parental structuring or guidance, the biracial and bi-cultural
person strives for a totalness, a sense of wholeness that is more than the sum of the
parts of a person’s heritages. The preservation of the sense of a biracial and bi-cultural
identity, of being “both” and “neither” throughout life results from the creative
interplay between a gradually developing social acceptance and the seifs ability to
actively reverse the dissociating effects of discrepant experiences. Rather than a
process of dissociating and separating off aspects of the self, the development of a
biracial person who achieves a biracial and bi-cultural identity is marked by an ongoing
integration of different and contradictory heritages, histories, and parental, social and
community messages. (Kich, in Root, 1992, p. 317)
When we see Vietnamese Amerasians in the park or in a restaurant, we all seem to have the
same habit of believing we can look at someone and immediately identify the racial/ethnic background of
the individual and what language she might speak. Recently a friend of mine, who has a three-year-old
Amerasian daughter, was noticing how many people looked very closely at Mai Jean. It would be
difficult to categorize by only looking at her what her ethnic/racial background might be. She is a hybrid.
Mai Jean is fortunate. She is being actively parented by both of her parents. They are divorced, but they
both are doing the job of transmitting culture to her. She can sing and recite traditional Vietnamese
children’s songs and also is quite adept at “The Itsy, Bitsy Spider.”
Being a biracial, bi-cultural individual is a challenge that, when faced in the context of two
loving and supportive parents who are capable of and willing to do the job of interpreting and
transmitting culture to their child/children, can be transcended with the mediator being each of the
parents having a positive self concept and identity and bestowing that on the child. If a child looks
“different” and is able to explain her appearance in a way that allows for and encourages an appreciation
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of the attributes of each race, each ethnicity, each culture, then a positive outcome is expected and we are
all enriched by the experience.
Sara Alexander presented a model for mental health professionals to assist Amerasians in
“developing a coherent sense of self and a group identity.” Alexander cites work done by Jewel Taylor
Gibbs (1987) with biracial adolescents. She reflected on this problem:
If they (Vietnamese Amerasians) identify strongly with Vietnamese culture, which is
what they have known their whole life, they will see themselves as less than adequate
because of the strong tradition of homogeneity in Vietnamese culture and because of
their experience of discrimination and prejudice. If they choose to identify strongly
with the United State’s culture, they align themselves with customs and mores about
which they know little and which may make them feel very unnatural and
uncomfortable. (Gibbs, in Alexander, in Salett & Koslow, 1994, p. 200)
This model does little to assist in facilitating a model for helping the Amerasians because it
suggests that if their identity is strongly Vietnamese then they do not fit into American Society and
should not aspire to fit into any culture other than their birth culture. It would be more useful to assist
those working with Amerasians to see the strength of bi-racial, bi-cultural identity development as cited
in Kich’s model. The models of Erikson and Kich can be complementary if we use a more is more
philosophy rather than more is less.

Resilience
A dictionary definition of “resilience” is as follows: “1. The power or ability to return to
original form, position, etc., after being bent, compressed or stretched; elasticity. 2. Ability to recover
readily from illness, depression, adversity or the like; buoyancy” (Random House Dictionary of the
English Language, 1973, p. 1220). Additionally, for the purpose of this study, other definitions and
models of resiliency are important in order to broaden the view of resiliency as a construct for
conceptualizing the lives and circumstances of the Vietnamese Amerasians’ lives. Resilience might be
viewed as “the process of coping with disruptive, stressful, or challenging life events in a way that
provides the individual with additional protective and coping skills prior to the disruption that results
from the event” (Richardson, Neiger, Jensen & Krumpfer, 1990, p. 34). Resiliency can also be seen as
“the capacity to bounce back, to withstand hardship, and to repair yourself (Wolin & Wolin, 1993, p. 5).
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It is noted in Anna Freud’s writings of the Hampstead Nurseries that one of the contributing
factors to the positive adjustment of the infants separated from their mothers was the contact and positive
nurturance of the children for each other.
Under ordinary conditions, friendships of long duration are believed to be very rare
among young children . . . Matters are different under residential conditions. We
observe many instances of friendship among infants which last days, weeks, even
months. Playmates are certainly not chosen indiscriminately; in playing together the
partner often seems no less important that the game. (Freud, 1973, p. 581)

Refugee Children
In the situation of the Vietnamese Amerasians, many children were left as infants and some
were abandoned later in their lives after the fall of Saigon. This literature and writings specific to the
refugee children of the Vietnam War and, in particular, to the unaccompanied Vietnamese Amerasians,
constitute the background literature of this study. There are many beliefs and stereotypes of refugee
children that do not adequately address the particular issues of Vietnamese Amerasians.
Refugee children generally adjust satisfactorily to their new resettlement communities.
A popular stereotype is that, because they have survived the rigors of refugee flight,
they are immune to social maladjustment and psychiatric disorders. Refugee children
at increased risk for developing mental health problems include those without families,
children with brain damage from trauma or malnutrition, those in partial families, and
in those whose parents are psychiatrically or socially disabled. (Westermeyer, in
Ahem, 1993)
It has been noted that, at any one point in time, about half the refugees in the world are children
and adolescents under the age of 18 years (Williamson, 1988). Among the first wave of 67,499
Vietnamese refugees, 46% were aged 0-17 (Kelly, 1977).

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
One aspect of the experiential base of the Amerasians that was irrefutable, was that in addition
to being the survivors of migration trauma and relationship disruption, they were also victims of sexual
and physical abuse and witness to other horrific incidents considered commonplace in war. The children
may have been reluctant to speak about such experiences, but it is difficult to know with any certainty if
they had attempted to do so. Due to the fact that the professional mental health staff did not speak
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Vietnamese and the children, when they first arrived spoke no English, we were forced to rely on a
Vietnamese adult refugee to translate and encourage disclosure of the particulars of their experiences.
Whether it was the reluctance of the children to speak about such experiences or the reluctance of the
bilingual, bicultural workers to disclose this information, many traumas went unaddressed for many years
because no one knew about them. This is where the political situation comes into clear view.
Some of the Vietnamese Amerasians had scars and behaviors which pointed to the likelihood
that they had been severely traumatized but the actual disclosure of the particulars have come out in bits
and pieces over the years.

Children of War
Children of war have often witnessed and experienced massive destruction and the dissolution
of the family group and/or community. They have sometimes witnessed the execution of their families,
been oppressed by government regimes, been victim to tribal warfare, been exiled from their homes, their
towns or villages, and ultimately from their country. Some of the children fled with mother or father,
some with another relative, some alone. When we consider the range of experiences a child of war could
suffer, the list is endless.
7

i

In the sixties, one of the anti-war movement’s slogans was “War is not healthy for children and
other living things.” What we know about children is that they are not just small adults. They are human
beings in the vulnerable formative stages; physical, psychological, cognitive and moral development are
all tasks in process during childhood.
Few studies have focused on the Amerasian children of Vietnam veterans. The study by
Felsman, Johnson, Leong and Felsman, entitled Vietnamese Amerasians: Practical Implications of
Current Research (1989) was an authoritative source of preliminary data. Felsman et al. gave selfadministered questionnaires to a group of 259 Amerasians awaiting U.S. placement at the Philippine
Refugee Processing Center, Bataan, Philippines. This rigorous research project examined several factors
found to be “significantly associated with psychological distress and/or to be face valid for predicting
school failure.” These risk factors included: being Afro-Amerasian, less than 9 years of schooling in
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Vietnam, female, not accompanied by siblings or mother, not raised by mother, having low scores on oral
reading tests, history of missing school and history of illness and/or hospitalizations. The Felsman report
found it was able to document a high level of general distress but those cross-cultural research
instruments available to them were not internally valid. In the section of the Felsman study on
Psychological Distress, the authors stated:
Statistical analysis suggests that these self-report instruments should not be expected or
relied upon to obtain estimates of specific mental disorders (e.g., depression, anxiety).
Rather, they are more appropriately used as screening instruments that may be helpful
in detecting specific disorders and must be followed up with individual in-depth
clinical evaluations. Secondly, these instruments are probably measuring the youth’s
general psychological distress level rather than specific disorders such as depression.
Thus, these screening instruments can be used by caseworkers in the voluntary agencies
but only as one potential source of information regarding the client’s psychological
functioning. In addition our data on native language level in the Amerasian population
suggest that the possibility of illiteracy should not be overlooked when using such
screening instruments. (Felsman, et al., 1989)
McKelvey, Mao, and Webb (1991) presented their research entitled, A Risk Profile Predicting
Psychological Distress in Vietnamese Amerasian Youth. This study looked at the relationship between
risk factors and psychological distress in 161 Vietnamese Amerasian youth. McKelvey et al. reported on
the initial results of risk profile development based on material gathered from subjects while still in
Vietnam. The interesting aspect of this research is that it was designed to be a longitudinal study
following the Amerasians as they resettle in the U.S.
In both the Felsman and McKelvey studies, the same instruments were used. These have been
critiqued as being only valuable as screening instruments and were not internally valid. Each researcher
agreed that a psychiatric interview is more effective in attempting to ascertain the level of adaptation and
Welles or dysfunction and pathology.
In my experience, psychological distress is reported through personal contact. In Vietnamese
culture, the stigma against being “crazy” or needing counseling is so potent that to answer sensitive
questions on a written test is intimidating.
McKelvey, Webb and Mao published another article in 1993 in the American Journal of
Psychiatry; in this study McKelvey used the same instruments he and Felsman had used previously to
assess 136 Vietnamese Amerasians awaiting migration. There was an attempt to look at risk factors in
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Vietnam and then again in the Philippines. The strongest relationship was between greater numbers of
risk factors and higher levels of depression. One of the difficulties with this study is the fact that there is
no word for “depression” in the Vietnamese language.
McKelvey and Webb investigated the long-term effects of maternal loss on Vietnamese
Amerasians. They looked at the psychological and educational outcomes in forty-one 15-24 year olds.
The findings are significant and certainly more credible because a detailed psychosocial history was
included on each subject. McKelvey improved on his methodology in this study by including the faceto-face interview. The subjects in this study were assessed in Vietnam using several measures of
affective and behavioral symptomatology. McKelvey, et al. looked at the differential effects of material,
single surrogate, and multiple surrogate care-giving on psychological and educational outcomes in 41
Vietnamese Amerasians (aged 15-24 years). The subjects who lived continuously with their biological
mothers had significantly fewer symptoms of psychological distress than did subjects raised by surrogate
care-givers. Having lived continuously with a surrogate care-giver “appeared to offer some, but not
complete, protection from the adverse effects of maternal loss” (McKelvey, Webb, 1993).
Robert McKelvey (1994) studied forty-two Vietnamese Amerasians awaiting transit to the U.S.
to illustrate the complex and interactive effects of refugee status, diverse cultural traditions, and traumatic
life events on refugee patients’ willingness to share the details of their lives and to participate in the
therapeutic process. The article was entitled, Refugee Patients and the Practice of Deception. This study
attempted to ascertain a refugee’s willingness to tell the truth. This article was an exploration of the case
study of two sisters, ages 17 and 23, and how the uncertainties of their lives made it necessary to lie or
tell “half truths.”
In 1995, Steven Debones’ book, Children of the Enemy, published oral histories of Vietnamese
Amerasians and their mothers. This book was an important addition to the literature on Amerasians.
What Debones did in his book was to let us enter the lives of thirty or more Amerasians and their
mothers. In his interviews with them while they were in the refugee camps, he successfully convinced
them that he was a safe person with whom to speak their truths.
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In another book on Amerasians by Thomas Bass, entitled, Vietnam erica: The War Comes
Home, Bass’ writing style urged the reader to pay attention to what has been going on. He posed the
very important question about whether “coming home” reflects any approximation of the emotional
experience the Amerasian had in arriving in the U.S. Bass stated that too many problems have been
overlooked and that the psychological health of the Amerasians is uncertain.
In his most recent book, America’s Forgotten Children (1999), Robert McKelvey, who has
published extensively on this topic, made an attempt to draw some conclusions about this group of
individuals by qualitative research in Vietnam and in the U.S. I was disappointed in the lack of clinical
information and the lack of any real guidelines or principles to employ when working with the children
of war.

Conclusion
In all of the existing literature cited above specific to the difficulties experienced by Vietnamese
Amerasians in their adjustment to their new lives in the U.S., the findings are inconclusive and lacking in
practical implications for treatment. This study, in part, attempts to draw on additional data, collected by
this researcher, to provide more information for the reader that can be practically applied to actual
casework of psychotherapy with this group. In Chapter 4,1 introduce the reader to methods employed by
the researcher to further explore the lives of this group of Amerasians.
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CHAPTER 4

DESIGN OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH METHODS

Introduction
When I was a little girl, I loved to talk to my neighbors. I would sit for hours on the porches of
my retired neighbors listening to their stories. There were 14 houses on our block, which was a “dead end” street with a creamery that produced ice cream and popsicles at the end of the street. There were 27
children on the block, in this post World War II “baby boom” time period. In five of the 14 homes lived
two widows and three married couples, all in their 70s or 80s. My mother used to joke that I was the
neighborhood demographer. I knew all of the neighbors, their names, ages, and usually other interesting
information about them. The elders would often share stories or songs, reminiscences told to me on early
summer nights when I would sit, often as the only child, listening to my neighbors. I have always been
fascinated by other people’s stories
I believe that to ask a person to tell his/her story is an invitation to significance. Just as, in
family therapy, it is sometimes an intervention to schedule a “family” therapy appointment because it
allows the family to think of itself as a legitimate “family.”

It was an intervention of sorts to request an

appointment to re-interview the same group of Amerasians that were interviewed by me in 1990. Some
of the subjects asked me why I was still interested in them as a distinct group. For this specific group,
who have encountered so much invisibility and stigma, it has impacted them to have been the subjects of
my research. They were felt, seen, and heard by me in this process and were further gratified that others
will learn more about them as individuals and as a group.

Design of the Study
The study was designed with the hope of filling the information gap in regards to knowing what
is helpful in working with child survivors of war. Teachers, foster parents, guidance counselors, child
therapists, foster parents, resettlement personnel all have a need to understand more of the feelings a child
of war carries on their long journey from home to refugee camp to asylum country. What I sought to find
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out is what constituted an environment of safety and security for the child survivors of war, over time
How was their resilience recognized and fostered? Or was it not recognized and fostered?
This study addresses the lack of research and adds to the information available to individuals
seeking to serve the Vietnamese Amerasians. The purposes of this study have been to discover what
inner strengths and external resources enabled these traumatized and dislocated children of war to create
a viable life for themselves in a strange new culture and to increase the knowledge and skills base of
those working with them. In re-interviewing five of the original nine subject and having anecdotal
information to add more information over time, the study became more powerful. The design of the
study was enhanced by the passage of time and the possibility of comparing attitudes, feelings, memory
from the first interviews to the more recent videotapes. A few points were identified early on in the
process as themes that would be “tracked.”
A few of these were:
1.

Identifying the role that their relationship with self had in their ability to forge new
relationships with others.

2.

What individual beliefs promoted a hope for a future and the strength to keep trying to
overcome the obstacles to successful acculturation and positive adjustment?

3.

What role did the different institutions have in acting as substitute parents for the
Amerasians?

Triangulation
To enhance the study’s generalizability, a triangulation method will be applied to bring more
than one source of data to bear on a single point. This concept has been fruitfully applied to social
science inquiry as it brings data from different sources to illuminate, corroborate or elaborate the research
question. In a study like this one, where multiple cases studies are used, multiple informants and more
than one data gathering technique, can strengthen the study’s usefulness ( Marshall & Rossman, 1989).
Using grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) as groundwork, my phenomenological approach to this
study emphasized by whom, for whom and to what end the research was conducted. The analysis of the
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data will follow that of Bogdan and Bilkin (1992), Marshall and Rossman (1989), and others in its
emphasis on generating themes and patterns that emerge from the data and attempted to find alternative
explanations of the data. The triangulation included: 1) literature review, 2) observation and 3) in-depth
interviewing.

Literature Review
The primary library used for this research was the W.E.B. Dubois Memorial Library at the
University of Massachusetts in Amherst. The libraries at the other four colleges were also a tremendous
resource, Mount Holyoke College, Smith College, Hampshire College and Amherst College. Using
newspaper, periodical, professional journal articles as well as government documents and professional
literature, both fiction and non-fiction framed the literature component of this research. This literature
also included the Broadway musical “Miss Saigon,” about a child who was a Vietnamese Amerasian.
The film entitled The Children of Anh Lac was used, which is a fictional portrayal of a factual event
where two hundred Vietnamese orphans, some of whom were Amerasian, were airlifted out of Saigon in
April, 1975, as the war ended. Another independent film 1 viewed was called Bastards, a film depicting
the struggles of Vietnamese Amerasians in California, their father searches, their search for identity, and
their individual quests for ways to survive economically. This film was very disturbing and detailed the
lives of young men and women who were involved in a gang and the uncertainty, criminality, and
depravity of their circumstances, exacerbated by flashbacks of scenes in Vietnam, the war, their
abandonment, and, later, the futile search for a sense of belonging. While this film was a negative view,
it did seem to be painfully true to the scenes that I have witnessed.

Observation
The kinds of experiences which qualify under the heading of “observation” in my methodology
are vast and were enormously helpful in the overarching process of identifying how my particular
methodology was discovered. The observation element of my methodology included all of my clinical
experience with Vietnamese Amerasians. This work spans thirteen years and included my job as a
supervisor in the refugee resettlement program, my work as a researcher on the NIMH (National Institute
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of Mental Health) research grant in 1992-1993, work as a consultant in refugee mental health in Western
Massachusetts, and my on-going relationships with a number of the Amerasians in Amherst that were
previously involved in the Lutheran Social Services Program.
Observation was also operative in my sustained interest in all things related to the Vietnamese
refugees and mental health. I served for many years on the Massachusetts Association for Mental Health
(MAMH) Refugee and Immigrant Committee as the only representative from Western Massachusetts. I
attended more than 25 conferences in the past 13 years, giving me more exposure to the current thinking
about mental health, refugees, and trauma. I saw every relevant Vietnamese film, including The Scent of
Green Papaya and Three Seasons. I spent many hours discussing the issues of identity and trauma,
individualism versus group concerns, many philosophical ideas and psychological theories with my
Vietnamese friends. As another aspect informing my knowledge base, I trained nine Vietnamese men
and women and one Vietnamese Amerasian woman to work as paraprofessionals in human services.
This training was in 1993 and was funded through a Grant from the Office of Minority Health under the
Department of Health and Human Services. Some of these men and women went on for further training
and education after this experience.

Mentoring
I was trained in 1992 in the co-counseling approach to working with refugees and, during this
experience, found a young Vietnamese woman, Hongkiem Luong, who had already been trained and
working in her community as a health advocate for the Vietnamese/Amerasian Health Project. I was
asked to conduct a psychological consult on a young Vietnamese woman who had just been hospitalized
for a suicide attempt and since the woman spoke only Vietnamese and I, only English, Hongkiem agreed
to work in the co-counseling model with me. This experience also became a part of my observation. As
Hong and I worked more together and she entered a formal training program in counseling, I gained
much further appreciation for the co-counseling model. Many of each of our cultural biases and
stereotypes were challenged by Hong and me in our meetings together. Prior to visiting a family or an
individual, we would speak together about what our underlying assumptions might be about the case
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based on whatever information we had already received. We would then meet the client, the session
would be done usually entirely in Vietnamese and after meeting we would talk again about the ways our
training, culture, and general world-view impacted our responses and thinking about what would be most
helpful to the client in terms of treatment. During this experience, I met many other Vietnamese
Amerasians who had come to the United States with their mothers or families. Their stories added yet
another dimension to my thinking about this group . This was one of the most profound learning
experiences of my life.

Interviewing
As a model of inquiry, interviewing is most consistent with people’s ability to make meaning
through language. It affirms the importance of the individual without denigrating the possibility of
community and collaboration. As a methodology, interviewing is one way to control for the arrogance of
our assumptions. The goal of phenomenologically based interviewing is to have the participant
reconstruct their experience within the topic under study. In this dissertation because of the interplay of
culture, language, assimilation, acculturation and development, many elements of the inquiry shifted
from the pilot study of the first 1990 interviews to the later interviews of 1998. I have explored
psychological resilience among the Vietnamese Amerasian unaccompanied minor children, who were
resettled in Amherst, Massachusetts, and surrounding towns in 1984. These children were abandoned or
orphaned before coming to the United States.
[Qualitative] research is exploratory, inductive and emphasizes process rather than
ends. In this paradigm, there are no predetermined hypotheses, no treatments, and no
restrictions on the product. One does not manipulate variables or administer a
treatment. What one does do is observe, intuit, sense what is occurring in the natural
setting . . . (Merriam, 1988, p. 17)
Using qualitative research methods, I have examined factors influencing the adjustment and
acculturation of Vietnamese Amerasian refugee survivors of the Vietnam War. The research procedure
employed data from a pilot study conducted in 1990 and a multiple case study of five of the same
subjects eight years later.
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1990 Interviews
This researcher initially interviewed this group of Vietnamese Amerasian, unaccompanied
minor, children in February of 1990 when they were between the ages of 13 and 19, having only been in
the U.S. since 1984. If I were asked to predict, based on my initial impressions from the first interviews,
the ability of these young people to move through their remaining adolescence and enter adulthood
emotionally well-adjusted, I would have been pessimistic. The indications at that time were bleak. The
resolution of their identity and intimacy needs seemed insurmountable. I thought many would not
survive the early relationship disruption, the traumas of war, migration trauma, and attendant losses with
any sustained ability to trust or relate to others in an enduring manner. I draw from that original study as
one of the primary sources of information to recognize the longitudinal aspect of this study. The study is
a phenomenological study of the changes observed from the 1990 interviews and my initial beliefs to the
different impressions, insights, themes, and revised, more effectively communicated memories gleaned
from the 1998 interviews.
A number of questions arose from examining those earlier videotapes and from the additional
knowledge I had from maintained contact with some of the original participants. These questions
include:
1.

What contributed to their emotional resilience? Why was their such variance in
adjustment?

2.

What is the story they tell themselves about their life?

3.

What is the story they tell or do not tell others about their life?

4.

To what extent did living with a family member or mother, or not, affect increased
ability to connect to others ?

5.

For those who are now parents, has becoming a parent contributed to an increased
opportunity to heal from early abandonment and loss, through that relationship?

6.

Have maintained relationships with others who are Amerasians coming around the
same time to the U.S. been a source of comfort and connection?
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7.

How do the children make sense of their lives given that their very existence is a
consequence of war?

The development of my thinking about these issues included my belief that the story the Amerasian told
about his life would be a way of determining their concretized self-representations; their constructed
meanings are key to understanding the underlying themes and patterns, possible uncovering evidence of
traumas of psychological development and/or overcoming or recovery from early abandonment and loss.
It is important to examine all of these concepts from a perspective of challenging the presumptive set
established by cultural bias in terms of many issues, including the socially constructed concepts of
childhood and abandonment (see Chapter 7).

Why Qualitative Research?
A decision to conduct qualitative research is to intentionally focus on the goal of understanding
the meaning that people construct from their experience and that meaning can only be understood by
taking into account the context within which it is constructed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall &
Rossman, 1989; Mellen, 1990; Merriam, 1988; Mishler, 1979: Patton, 1980; Taylor & Bogdan). The
in-depth phenomenological based interviewing , which is used as the major source of data collection for
this study, combines life-history and focused in-depth interviewing (Seidman,1991). The purpose of the
interview is to elicit rich descriptions of each participant’s experience, in the participant’s own words, to
generate and probe for all complexity and nuances of their story, and to recount actual conversations and
a re-enactment of actual events. The central assumption of this approach is that “the way people talk
about their lives is of significance, that the language that they use and the connection they make reveal
the world they see and in which they act” (Gilligan, 1982, p. 2). In examining the possible therapeutic
value of asking persons who have spent so much time feeling invisible and unimportant, it seems an
intervention to ask the Amerasians to talk about their lives. “We all need to be seen and heard, to be
known for our unique life experiences. We all carry our stories with us and when we tell them to others
they have the power to link us together” (Roberts, 1994, p. xiv).
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In-depth interviews used in qualitative studies provide data about complex experiences that
could not be properly depicted or honored in a quantitative, statistical analysis or by a single response
option on a written questionnaire. It should be strongly noted, relevant to this study, that a high
percentage of Vietnamese Amerasians are illiterate in Vietnamese and English. Qualitative research
methods have been chosen for this study because the purpose of this study is to provide substantial
evidence about this group of Amerasians, in their own words.

Ethical Considerations
To contemplate the ethics of this complex web of connections and relationships is to honor the
implicit multi-layered experience of working with people who are not American-born, not of this culture
and have no pre-conceived notions of what a “helping “ relationship involves in the American social
service system.

Participant-Observer Role: My Unique Relationship to the Subjects
In Vietnam, the family is the principal element in the social structure of the society. These
adolescents were here without family. One of the important aspects to highlight is the cultural context of
the relationships the Amerasians had with the staff of the resettlement agency. Consequently, the agency
and its representatives functioned as family. We were actively involved as parental figures, with the
schools, with the foster families, and in the incidences where we functioned as counselor or confidante.
Due to this dynamic, it was relatively easy to ask the questions and receive a positive response to the
questions because there was a preexisting rapport.
I was well known by the subjects of my study. I began my first interviews of Amerasians at
Lutheran Social Services after I had been working as the Program Manager for 21 months. I was known
to the participants as “the boss” and one of the primary individuals with whom they interacted. The
regularity of contact ranged from meeting weekly for an hour to meeting monthly. The contact was
usually face-to-face but at the minimum was a telephone call.
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The boundaries we employed as case managers, counselors and advocates were explicitly
prescribed by the fact that we were involved in a specialized foster care situation with no one acting as
the biological parent. These children were in a strange new culture, were survivors of migration trauma ,
war and in some cases early loss of parents. They required substitute parental involvement, not just from
foster parents, but from agency personnel as well.
During the decade from the first contact with the minors in 1988 to the interviews of 1998, a
great deal transpired. After 1991,1 no longer worked for Lutheran Services. However, 1 would
occasionally hear from, see, or contact the Amerasians. They would sometimes drop by my house,
telephone with a report of a marriage, birth, divorce, a new job, new car or a problem to be solved or at
least shared. They know my children, my telephone number and where I live. Our relationship is not
casual. I helped them with job and apartment applications, legal problems, and domestic disputes. I
celebrated their birthdays, graduation, or citizenship with them. On occasion, one or another has been a
guest at a family holiday dinner.
Carol Owen, my colleague and friend also acted in the role as extended family. Each of us
maintained these connections since 1988, although each of us moved on professionally. Carol, who is a
doctoral candidate at Boston University in the Schools of Social Work and Sociology, assisted me in
interviewing the Amerasians in 1990 and again in 1998. We also were an informal support group of two,
to assist each other with the sometimes complex issues facing the Amerasians and our relationships to
them.

In the 1990 study, Carol agreed to be present and to de-brief the Amerasians after my interview in

case they needed to process the material further with a trusted person. In the 1998 interviews, Carol
participated as a third person in four out of seven interviews.

The Second Interviews: 1998
What I sought to discover was what constitutes a supportive and connecting experience for the
child survivors of war, before migration, after migration and over time; how has their resilience been
recognized and fostered?
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The preliminary study helped me to refine my thinking about this group and to “fine tune”
certain interview techniques that were employed in my interviewing. This study is partially based on
what earlier interviews revealed and what questions were left unanswered. This dissertation continued
the study of adaptation of these individuals, a group of Vietnamese Amerasians, who have been in the
Amherst Area for fifteen years and have been interviewed as a “follow-up” check in by the researcher.
What we sought to find out was their perspective, eight years after the original interview, on
their journey from the beginning of their lives to the present(1998). I wanted to hear them tell the story
from the beginning in Vietnam, to their initial resettlement, through their adolescent years, recalling the
1990 interviews, to their current situations. I reviewed these videotaped interviews in relation to the first
interviews. I also interviewed two persons who were unavailable for the first interview. I asked each of
them to attempt to think about what their responses might have been to the first interview questions.
I have synthesized the information about what they have disclosed in their own reflections. I
was curious about what the effect of time and maturity has had on their ability to recall certain events or
be willing to speak about them in the second interviews. I have explained what themes were initially
tracked and why. I seek to bring about a greater understanding of what meaning the Vietnamese
Amerasians made of the experience of having been interviewed by me so long after their official
relationship to the agency has ended.

Data Collection
Data was collected in semi-structured, open-ended interviews lasting approximately 1 - 2 hours,
or as long as the individual was able to participate. Each interview was videotaped and later transcribed
(verbatim) by a professional typist or me. The written typescript was available to each participant to
ensure the accuracy of the information. Each participant was paid $50.00 for their time.

Participants in the Study
Of the seven people interviewed, four were male, three female. Four are parents, three are not.
One male and one female are half-siblings. They were bom of the same mother, who died two weeks
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prior to the time when they were scheduled to leave Vietnam. One father was white, one non-white.
These two had lived with their mother until she died and then were urged by other family members to go
forward with the plan to go to America. Of the other five, one male had lived “on the street” while the
other four came from the same orphanage in Vietnam. Two males had been left as infants and the two
women were left when they were three or four years of age. One was abandoned in the market and one
was taken to the orphanage. One of the Amerasian women is married with two children, a girl, age 11,
and a boy, age 6. Another Amerasian mother is divorced, she has a daughter who is 7 years old. Another
Amerasian mother is separated from the father of her two children, a girl, age 6 and a boy age 3. Of the
four men only one is a parent. He is divorced and has two children who live with their mother, a boy,
age 10, and a girl, age 3. Of the other three men, one is in a long-term relationship with a woman from
South Asia. The other two young men who were interviewed have not had girlfriends but have hopes for
the future of finding someone to be a life partner. Both men say they would like to be parents.
Other videotaped interviews include an interview from 1990 with Dr. Lucy Nguyen, a former
social worker for Lutheran Social Services and currently the Director of the United Asia Learning Center
at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. Dr. Nguyen spoke about the feeling of the Vietnamese
people here and in Vietnam about the Amerasians. There was an interview with Bill Simmons, a
Department of Social Services supervisor who was involved from 1985 through the present with Binh
Lam. He spoke about his work with Binh, what he knew about how to help him and what he has learned
over time. There was an interview with Carol Owen. In the conversation, she and I discussed our
relationships with the Amerasians, their relationships with us, our evolving roles, and the reactions of our
families to our sustained commitment to this group. We also talked about our friendship and connection
with each other. We also shared our thoughts about the themes we have noted as salient in this unique
casework. We also generated some ideas about further research and development of a theory of working
with the displaced children of war.
In the following chapter, I will present the background information on the lives of the
Amerasian in Vietnam and give a brief sketch of each subject from 1990 and an anecdotal, word of
mouth, update from 1995. Chapter 5 also includes excerpts from the 1998 interviews.
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CHAPTER 5

THE LIVES OF THE AMERASIANS:
HOW WERE THEY TREATED IN VIETNAM
AND HOW WERE THEY RECEIVED IN THE UNITED STATES?

X.
What if I told you your home
is this continent of the homeless
of children sold
taken by force
driven from their mothers’ land
Killed by their mothers to save from capture
— this continent of changed names and mixed-up blood
of languages tabooed
diasporas unrecorded
undocumented refugees
underground railroads trails of tears
What if I tell you your home
is this planet of warworn children
women and children standing in line or milling
endlessly calling each others' names?
What if I tell you you are not different
It's the family albums that lie
will any of this comfort you
and how should this comfort you?
XI.
The child’s soul carries on
in the wake of home
building a complicated house
a tree-house without a tree
finding places for everything
the song
the stray cat
the skeleton
The child' s soul musters strength
where the holes were tom
but there are no miracles:
even children become exhausted
And how shall they comfort each other
who have come so young to grief?
Who will remember the grains of loss
and what would comfort be?
-
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In The Wake of Home by Adrienne Rich, 1983

Introduction
In this chapter, I will guide the reader through the background of the social lives of the
Vietnamese Amerasians. What was life like before migration and what kind of reception did they receive
in the United States? What were the expectations of the children, of the foster parents, the resettlement
staff and how were those expectations met or not met?

Looking Forward to America
The father's world seemed attractive to the Amerasian. She may have been in waiting for many
years to migrate to the United States and dreaming of what it might mean to be "part American". While
Western or American society does not have a particularly strict view of racial purity and as strong a taboo
and tradition of total rejection of mixed race liaisons, the U.S. still has many difficulties with Asian
people, some attitudes stemming from the post-WWII Japanese hatred.

In looking at the internment

camps of post World War II where the Japanese Americans were separated from their families and forced
to live in sub-standard conditions because of our xenophobia and racism, we see the roots of the
particular fear that relates to American attitudes toward Asian people.
The war in Vietnam was seen as a failure in American power politics and historically
represented the United States’ only “lost” war. American GIs suffered frustration and shame in the
mixed messages they returned home to - not as heroes and heroines but as reminders of the war that
created so much unrest in the U.S. during the sixties. No one knew how to talk about the experience.
The unpopularity of the war was another component of the situation when we seek to understand the lack
of generosity or benevolence with which the Amerasians and other Vietnamese refugees were received in
the United States.

The Vietnamese Response to the Amerasian Dilemma
A society’s degradation is most clearly revealed when it begins abandoning its young.
Mothers in Vietnam leave their ailing newborn infants by an orphanage or hospital gate
with the desperate hope that they will have a better chance for survival. (Lifton & Fox,
1972, p.23)
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Some children had grown up in orphanages, having been abandoned as infants or very young
children. Some children who were older and living in families voluntarily left home for a life on the
streets. There were many reasons why the children made this choice. Many times a shortage of food in
the house caused the Amerasian, who was an extra mouth to feed to be the one the family asked to leave.
If the Amerasian was not the biological child of the family, he was expected to leave and forage for
himself if resources were exhausted. In some situations, a stepfather would refuse to care for a child who
was not his own. Following the fall of Saigon, previously generous caretakers were fearful for their lives
and the lives of their family members and asked the Amerasian child or children to leave. On occasion,
the Amerasians who left home did so voluntarily and with no external pressure to do so. They often did
this to preserve their personal integrity, or a sense of being part of the larger community of Amerasians
living on the streets. It would be virtually impossible to distinguish between those who say they left
home “voluntarily” from those who were abused and discriminated against in the family and left the
family under adverse conditions. There is stark evidence in anecdotal material that the community and
the larger Vietnamese society did not welcome the Amerasians.
Vietnamese society did not generally feel a responsibility toward a fatherless, illegitimate half»

American child. Many of these older children and young adolescents left home. They left under subtle,
or not so subtle, hints that the family would be “better off’ or safer from Communist interference without
the Amerasian in the home.
There were older children, young adolescents, whose dislike of the restrictions of orphanage life
preferred life in the streets. These tended to be children or adolescents who already were a part of street
life and unaccustomed to external authority.
In my desire to better understand the point of view of a Vietnamese person to this situation, Dr.
Lucy Nguyen spoke in an interview with me in 1990 about the plight of Vietnamese Amerasians in
Vietnam. Lucy had been a caseworker with Lutheran Child and Family Services in 1984 when many of
the Amerasians interviewed by me were first questioned by the placement agency. Lucy was the recorder
of their social histories for their case reports at Lutheran Services. Lucy was a school administrator and a
teacher of French in Vietnam. She left Vietnam in 1975 and received her M.A. and Ph.D. in
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Francophone Literature from the University of Massachusetts in 1982. Lucy has taught French and
Vietnamese literature at Smith, Mount Holyoke, and Amherst Colleges and at the University of
Massachusetts at Amherst. Dr. Nguyen is currently the Director of the United Asia Learning Resource
Center at the University of Massachusetts and is the academic advisor for many students from Vietnam
and other Asian countries.
When Lucy was asked to speak about her impressions of Amerasians in Vietnam these were her
comments and responses to some of my questions:
L.N.: Amerasian children in Vietnam were very much looked down on by the
Vietnamese society. That is a result of the Vietnamese community view of
intermarriage. Mostly, traditional families don't accept intermarriage, especially
marriage with foreigners from Europe and as well as from America. The Vietnamese
community looks at those Amerasian children as the result of that involvement of
American GIs in Vietnam. Many of the mothers were, I would say, prostitutes. They
were prostitutes by necessity, by circumstances, and by all of the destruction of the war.
It is very difficult for the community to accept that fact and as a result, most of the
mothers when they had Amerasian children, they tried to hide that fact, or they
abandoned their children. It (was) very common to see, early in the morning, a baby
left in a bush near an orphanage. Usually what happened (was) that the nuns, the
Catholic nuns who (ran) the orphanages, went and picked up those babies. So, we
didn't know who were the mothers of those children. Many of them were raised in
orphanages, but many of them were on the streets, as well. So, it was very, very sad to
see that kind of situation. Those children were abandoned. They didn't have any
education. Those who were in orphanages, they did have some education, but it's not
as/like when you have a family. Many of them grew up in that kind of situation where
they knew they (had) a father. They know that they had a mother, but where are they,
especially the mother?
Lucy continued speaking in particular about the families dealing with their daughter becoming pregnant
to an American:
L.N.: Mostly, I would say that all families would be really ashamed to see their
daughters pregnant by a foreigner. I can remember during the French colonization, a
friend of mine who was from a very, very good family, very well educated family. She
^as in the French Lychee in my class and she was beautiful and very intelligent, did
very well in school and she decided to marry a French man, who later became an
ambassador somewhere in Europe. The family was very much angry, very much
ashamed because she made the decision. They said, “if you want to marry him then
you are not our daughter anymore.” And the woman was very, very miserable because
of that situation in her family but she finally decided to marry that man. So, she took
off with the man without the consent of her family. She was “kind of’ disowned by her
family and that was a very educated woman who married a very well educated man.
That was the way it was during the French occupation so you can imagine during the
period when the Americans were there in Vietnam, it was almost the same. So when
you have a woman, or a daughter, or a niece, or a member of the family marrying a
foreigner, that is a shame for the family. There are a few families who kind of used the
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situation almost like sold their daughters to pay off their debts because of necessity, so
they agreed to that, but that is not very common, the common sentiment is shame.
The earliest reference in my literature search to the term ‘bui doi’ was in 1972:
Following the Bolshevik revolution bands of what were officially called “Wild
Children” roamed about the Russian countryside terrorizing the people. Not long, after
the atomic bomb fell in Hiroshima, thousands of orphans congregated at the railroad
stations hustling, competing, and taking part in black marketing and prostitution. And
now in Vietnam one finds tens of thousands of homeless youngsters staking out
territory in the hostile, lonely street.
Instead of‘Wild Children’, these young Vietnamese are called ‘Bui Doi’, or ‘Dust of
Life’, for they live like dust on the road, wandering as the wind takes them, being
swept up from time to time by the city police, having no value to anyone. (Lifton &
Fox, 1972, p.73)

The Mothers of the Amerasians
When I began working with Vietnamese Amerasians, I was struck by how they seemed “caught”
between two worlds. One world was in their mother's Vietnam. The other world was their fathers’
America.
Religion played an important role in mother’s attitudes toward their Amerasian child or children.
If the mother was Buddhist, then the Amerasian is part of her “karma,” good or bad. For example, one
mother of two Amerasian children told me in a therapy session with her Amerasian daughter present, that
her daughter was part of her bad karma from a wrong doing in another life. If the mother was Catholic
then she was a sinner and must repent and pray to God to be forgiven for her sin of sexual relations
outside of marriage. Her liaison might have been blessed if there was a “marriage,” which sometimes
there was.

The Context for Contact
A Vietnam veteran friend of mine has said that one of the tactics of colonizing armies is to
emasculate the men of a country by raping and impregnating their wives, mothers, sisters, and daughters,
something we have recently seen occur in Bosnia (Perri, personal conversation 8/94). One of the
problems that Amerasian children have epitomized is that they are the visual evidence of the sexual
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relationships between American GIs and Vietnamese women. To look at these children, then is to
remember the Americans were in Vietnam, lost the war, and left their children.
Susan Brownmiller has written about the particular politics of male/female relations in war in
general and then specifically about the war in Vietnam.
It has been argued that when killing is viewed as not only permissible but heroic
behavior sanctioned by one's government or cause, the distinction between taking a
human life and other forms of impermissible violence gets lost, and rape becomes an
unfortunate but inevitable by-product of the necessary game called war. . . . War
provides men with a perfect psychologic backdrop to give vent to their contempt for
women. The very maleness of the military, the brute power of the weaponry exclusive
to their hands, spiritual bonding of men at arms, the manly discipline of orders given
and orders obeyed, the simple logic of the hierarchical command, confirms for men
what they long suspect, that women are peripheral, irrelevant to the world that counts,
passive spectators to the action in the center ring... . And so we come to the American
. . . first we must look at institutionalized prostitution, for as the American presence in
Vietnam multiplied, the unspoken military theory of women's bodies not only as a
reward of war but as a necessary provision like soda pop and ice cream to keep our
boys healthy and happy, turned into routine practice. And if monetary access to
women's bodies did not promote an ideology of rape in Vietnam, neither did it thwart
it. (Brownmiller, 1975, pp. 32, 33, 92)
The situation in Vietnam was that military brothels pre-existed the American presence and the
mobile field brothel called Borden Mobile de Compagnie, was stocked by girls from Algeria. They
would travel with units in the combat zone. In Brownmiller's book, she states that there was a brothel
inside the base camp of Dien Bien Phu when the French surrendered.
By the time the Americans had succeeded the French, Vietnamese society had been disrupted
sufficiently so that foreign women did not need to be imported. This is not to say that prostitution did not
pre-exist the war in Vietnam, certainly it did. It has been reported that in certain families the head of
household would not think twice before selling his daughter into prostitution if the need was there. In
fact as the war progressed, the economy of Vietnam was so desperate that prostitution became the only
viable alternative for many women.
Le Ly Hayslip, in her autobiography When Heaven and Earth Changed Places, wrote
convincingly about this dilemma as she contrasts her new life in the city, in the war zone, with her old
life in the village. She is facing a moral dilemma over the values she learned at her father's knee and the
new values she must take on to survive:
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She stared at the cash the way a thirsty prisoner stares at water. Four hundred dollars
would support my mother, me, and [my son] for over a year - a year I could use finding
a better job and making connections-What could they do to me that hadn't been
done already? Maybe it was time some men paid me back for what other men had
taken-To tell [my mother] what had actually happened was unthinkable. Even if I
hadn't been too ashamed to do so, the mere suggestion that her baby daughter had sold
herself as a prostitute would have killed her, or at least the part of her that loved me,
and that's something I would never risk. Love, like money, was in too short a supply to
risk on peacetime honesty. (Hayslip, 1989, pp. 259-261)
The oppression of women was such a problem during the war that a group was formed, ad hoc,
to address the problem. By 1966 the problem had reached such proportions that a Committee for the
Defense of the Vietnamese Women’s Human Dignity and Rights was created. This committee was made
up of women educators, writers, and social workers in Saigon. There were reports that “bitter words”
were spoken (Brownmiller, 1975). Brownmiller quotes, “The miserable conditions of war have forced
our people to sell everything - their wives, children, relatives and friends for the American dollar.” The
sentiment that was expressed was so profoundly disturbing that after that first meeting, the Committee for
the Defense of Vietnamese Women’s Human Dignity and Rights was never heard from again.
In Vietnam, the women were driven by truck to the Army bases to have sex with the men, to
improve the morale of the troops. This claim is contrary to the claim by many that Vietnamese women
lured and seduced the Americans in order to gain an exit visa. It is important to understand that many of
the Amerasians were children bom to couples who had been together for longer than a one night stand.
“80 percent of mothers of Amerasians responding to a 1992 survey claimed to have lived with the
American father of their children” (Vietnamese Amerasian Mothers: Psychological Distress and High
Risk Factors, Washington, D.C., Office of Refugee Resettlement, 1992, p.23).
For most of the mothers of Amerasians the relationship ended when the father's tour of duty
ended. Many men wanted their wives or sweethearts to accompany them back to the States, but strong
ties to family and country kept the women in Vietnam, taking care of other obligations, tending the
graves of their ancestors. In general, the extended family in Vietnam are close to each other spiritually
and geographically. In Vietnam the family is the most important social unit. The relationships one has
are valued more than any thing an individual can achieve herself.
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It wasn't until the Fall of Saigon, in 1975, that it began to become clear what being the mother
of an Amerasian was going to mean in terms of harassment from the new Communist regime. Some
women were jailed for their "crime" of having a child with an American. “Many mothers report being
harassed by local officials sometimes they {were} dragged out of bed in the middle of the night and
interrogated; sometimes imprisoned for varying lengths of time, and in extreme cases, sent to prison
camps” (DeBonis, Steven, 1995, p.10).
A reminder of the enemy, the Amerasian was sometimes hidden away out of fear that the child
would be killed by the former Vietcong, who hated the Americans. As a result of the fear, many mothers
destroyed any evidence of a relationship with an American. Pictures, letters, addresses, marriage papers,
even visas and plane tickets were destroyed out of fear of reprisals. In many cases the mothers were left
economically disadvantaged by the fact of being a mother of an Amerasian child. In some situations this
became an impossible burden and the children were left at the orphanage in Saigon by their mothers.
Some were left as infants, some not until after 1975. A critical ingredient regarding how the
Vietnamese women were in proximity to American men was a legitimate enterprise. The civilians and
military personnel in Vietnam were often in a position to hire Vietnamese women in various support roles
as secretaries, clerks, and translators earning U.S. dollars and attention. With the attention of the U.S.
civilians and GIs often came sexual attention. The men were away from their wives and families and the
Vietnamese women were trying to survive. Sometimes the possibility of comfort in the middle of a war
zone was the motivation for the initial contact, sometimes the woman and man fell in love and in fact,
intended to be together.

The Fathers of the Amerasians
Having quoted Susan Brownmiller above, and having analyzed this predicament from a feminist
perspective, I would also like to emphasize that some of the fathers of the Amerasians were very young,
frightened men who were as in need of comfort as any 19, 20, or 21-year-old might be. Their motivation
to be intimate with the women was not always about exploitation but sometimes was about human need,
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compassion and the desire for connection. This poem by Doug Anderson, a Vietnam veteran, says it
well:

Purification
In Taiwan, a child washes me in a tub
as if I were hers.
At fifteen she has tried to conceal
her age with makeup, says her name is Cher.
Across the room,
her dresser has become an altar.
Looming largest,
photos of her three children, one Black,
one with green eyes, one she still nurses,
then a row of red votive candles, and in front,
a Buddha, a Christ, a Mary.

She holds my face to her breasts, rocks me.
There is blood still under my fingernails
from the last man who died in my arms.
I press her nipple in my lips,
I feel a warm stream of sweetness.
I want to be this child's child.
I will sleep for the first time in days.
(Doug Anderson, 1994, from The Moon Reflected Fire)

Some fathers of the Amerasians did claim them. Even today Vietnam veterans make their way
back to Vietnam to try to find their children (Perri, 1996).
In the following example, a grandmother had attempted to get exit visas for her son’s baby and
wife as early as 1975. This sad story comes from a young man in Dallas I interviewed in 1992:
Johnny looked very American. He had been in the U.S. for about six weeks and he was
determined to get me to change the law that would not allowed him to attend public
school. He was 19 years old and too old to attend public school in Dallas. He had
waited since 1972 with his mother and later on his Vietnamese step-father to get an exit
visa.
His mother brought me a letter from her son's grandmother, the mother of the boy's
American father. The story was that the grandmother had tried to help her son get them
out of Vietnam in 1975 but was informed by the State Department that her son's name
was not on Johnny's birth certificate. The mother claims the papers were altered by the
American Embassy. In the letter, the grandmother says she is happy they have finally
arrived in this country, “no matter who Johnny’s father is”. She is sorry she cannot
help them but she is elderly now and is on a fixed income, so “good-bye and good
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luck.” Johnny's mom, (who has no teeth and looks twice her 50 years), brought the
picture she'd saved all these years, of Johnny's father proving by even a cursory glance
that Johnny's father is who she claims he is. Johnny's grandmother also writes, “Steve
(the father) died in a diving accident some time ago.” The boy is very sad and
depressed. He wanted to connect with his American family, he wanted to be educated.
His hopes are dashed. (English, 1992)
Contrary to what the mothers hoped would happen, many fathers left Vietnam and did not look
back. The mothers were then ostracized by their families and society. Some of the children were called
“my-lai” (half-breed). Some children were abandoned and left outside of orphanages in Saigon. Some
mothers attempted to make it alone with their babies but if they married a Vietnamese man and had other
children, he would often insist that the Amerasian be abandoned. Many circumstances forced these
women to give up their children. The most disdained by the Vietnamese society was the Black
Amerasian; the more American a person looked then the harder a time he or she had. The Amerasians
who looked like light-skinned Vietnamese were treated better, but the red-haired, blue-eyed children had
almost the same level of discrimination directed at them that the Black Amerasians had.
Some grandparents made an effort to take the child in and “help” their grandchild by allowing
the mother to go off and have a family with a Vietnamese man and “forget about the embarrassment of
this indiscretion with an American. This does not represent the whole story. Some mothers of
Amerasians were very good mothers and worked hard to provide for themselves and their children.
Some claim that social class background was more than race the determinant of whether the mother and
child were discriminated against. If the family had enough money then the Amerasian was able to attend
school based on the amount of social and fiscal power the family could exert over the other town's
people.
These children were often denied schooling and forced to pick up glass or tin cans to earn
money. When the first American initiatives were put in place to bring the-children here, the orphanages
were emptied first and then the others in the towns were “rounded up” to be exported. The families many
times forced the young person to leave, so that the problems caused by the presence of an Amerasian in
the family would be over. In those days, (early ‘80s) the Amerasian children were not asked if they
wanted to leave to come to the U.S., they were forced out of the country.
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Because the Amerasian Homecoming Act allowed family members to accompany the
Amerasians, the tables turned.

After the enactment of this legislation, the Amerasian children became

known as “children of gold.” “Mothers” of Amerasians began to surface that were previously unknown.
There have been many cases of children's papers being altered or adolescents being bribed to say that this
one or that one is “family”. The young people most vulnerable were the “street” children - adolescents
or young adults who had never been claimed by anyone before. There have been many cases reported of
Vietnamese Amerasians coming to the U.S. with “family” who then abandoned the young person soon
after arrival. The other difficulties engendered by the immigration policies were that not only were
people showing up who had never been involved with the child before the enactment of this legislation
but some were forced to leave the loved ones who had actually been their primary caretakers.

The Amerasians in the United States: Who Are the Unaccompanied Refugee Minors?
To qualify as an “unaccompanied minor” the person must be less than eighteen years of age and
be a refugee coming here without parents, siblings or other blood relative. In 1988 in Amherst, there
were 43 young people in foster care. The children ranged in age from ten through 21. Thirty of the
minors were male, 13 female. They were children from Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos and Thailand. They
were survivors of the Vietnam War. They came to the United States without their families for several
reasons: their parents were dead, lost, displaced, or the children had been displaced or abandoned due to
the political and social conditions of the war. A small number of the children were actually “sent out” by
their families to have “a better life.” This arrangement often cost the families a “lot of gold and bribes”
and participation in varying levels of fraud (conversation with Hiep Nguyen, Vietnamese caseworker).

Unaccompanied Refugee Minors in Massachusetts
In Massachusetts, the unaccompanied minor children were officially considered the
responsibility of the Massachusetts Department of Social Service. They were assigned by the
Department of Social Services for case management to Lutheran Social Services of New England,
through a special arrangement authorized by Governor Michael Dukakis. The children were placed in
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foster care through Lutheran Social Services because it was believed that the refugee resettlement agency
would have the particular expertise to adequately serve the needs of this very specialized group.

Child Placement and Refugee Resettlement
All theories of development are culture bound. One cannot assume that what is “normal”
development for one group is necessarily “normal” for the same aged child from another culture. There
are many Vietnamese and Cambodian ideas and ways of being with children that are quite different from
ideas and ways of child rearing in the United States. Neither the staff of Lutheran Social Services nor the
foster parents were aware of many of these differences. No practical training in cultural sensitivity for
the prospective foster parents had been provided. Consequently, confusion and conflict arose regarding
perceived problems that were, in reality, cultural misunderstandings.

The Foster Families
Many of the children who came to the United States as unaccompanied minors had never before
lived in a family. They came either from the streets of Saigon where they, literally, lived on the streets,
or they came from an orphanage, which had many children and very few care givers. Suddenly, or so it
seemed to the Amerasian, they were on a plane, in Thailand or the Philippines for education in American
culture and family life for six weeks and then they were here. One Amerasian reported being so
frightened by the facial hair of his foster father that he ran back onto the plane. He had never seen a
beard before. In the families, the parents attempted to treat the foster child as another child in the family.
Suddenly, a 15-year-old who had lived on his own for five or six years was being taught the rules of
living in an American family and being treated like a child. This was very difficult for some of the
Amerasians. Unexpectedly, the Amerasian was expected to become like a child.

They were asked to

be a child in an American family, where the rules were very different from anything the Amerasian had
experienced before. If the Amerasian had experienced living in a family at all, it was in a family in a
country that had been at war for all of their lifetimes. Even in the best of families, this was not a
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“normal” circumstance. One of the Amerasian minors had been shot while standing in front of the
orphanage - by a stray bullet, not intended for him but still causing a traumatic injury.
There were many problems with the placement of Amerasians in families. In some families, the
parents had not been sufficiently prepared for what it was going to be like to foster-parent or adopt
infants, children, and adolescents who had suffered separation trauma, war trauma, and migration trauma.
Most of us understand that the language and customs of the society we are bom into influences
dramatically what we respond to and how. Even if a child is not yet eating solid food, it should be
understood that an Asian child will, in all likelihood, prefer familiar food, food from Vietnam to food
from the U.S. Some caretakers were given information that helped assist them in making the adaptations
necessary to accommodate the infant, child, or adolescent.
Some resettlement agencies provided cooking lessons in preparation of Southeast Asian cuisine
for the adults who wanted to leam. Some families began buying rice and noodles in bulk and made these
familiar foods available to the child.
Some families of the unaccompanied minor Amerasians had virtually no lead time to prepare for
the arrival of the young person. Often there would be an initial “information gathering meeting” held at
Lutheran Social Services and the following day, sometimes before the home study was even begun, the
phone call would come to the agency to meet five or six Amerasians at the airport in Hartford.
Many important subtleties in terms of cultural sensitivity were overlooked. Some parents did
not allow the children to speak Vietnamese at home. Some parents insisted that the Amerasian refer to
them aS “mother” and “father” from the beginning of their relationship. Some families required that the
Amerasian attend church with the family even if the Amerasian was Buddhist. Others missed the
information that Vietnamese children are taught that it is disrespectful to look into the eyes of an adult.
Many Americans interpreted this lack of eye contact as disrespect. Another boy was punished by having
his food disposed of before he was finished. The food was rice: a sacred food to many in Vietnam who
are practicing Buddhists.
Most agencies had a Vietnamese caseworker who could speak to the child in Vietnamese but
some families became worried that there was some alliance between the child and the caseworker, (and
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hopefully there was) because they shared a culture and a language. The American foster or adoptive
parents, unless they could speak Vietnamese, and none of our American foster parents did, often found it
threatening to witness the Amerasian and the caseworker speaking in a language they could not
understand.
It is easy to imagine that the foster parents might have been insecure and anxious about what
kind of a job they were doing anyway, but add the cultural and linguistic differences and that insecurity is
magnified. In meeting the minors and responding to program emergencies as the “on-call.” backup for
the program 24 hours a day, seven days a week, I was overwhelmed during the first weeks of my job. As
I encountered the number and severity of emergent situations the unaccompanied minors and their foster
parents were suffering through, I began to realize the complicated nature of this assignment. I was also
hearing stories of the previous casework done by representatives of the agency and realized from many
indicators that this particular combination of child placement work and refugee resettlement was
unprecedented.
From the beginning of my working with the unaccompanied minors, the Amerasians were the
most time-consuming group. The particular struggles these young people were experiencing, intrigued
me and, in spending time with them as a group, 1 became even more perplexed by certain dynamics
between them. The issues about who identified more as Vietnamese or more as American were
fascinating. The choices the Amerasians made about who to spend time with and who to date, what
music to listen to, and which cultural customs to follow were perplexing issues for them. There were
individuals who preferred to be alone and not to speak Vietnamese. The reactions of the others if the
young person seemed to be separating too much from the community and losing their Vietnamese
language proficiency was a painful loss to observe.
Very soon, I concluded that all of the children needed some type of counseling to deal with their
war trauma. Many foster families reported having observed unusual behavior, but there was very little
support or understanding regarding the origin of the behavior. It was difficult to determine if their
behaviors were related to early loss and abandonment resulting in attachment disorder, culture shock,
migration trauma, post traumatic stress disorder or other mental health problems related to having come
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from a war zone. There was very little, if any, information about the conditions of their life prior to
migration and due to the political environment, it was a foreign policy nightmare to expect to receive
accurate information. In other words, we did not know what was “normal” for them and they certainly
had no clue what was “normal” for us.
The prevalent attitudes the Vietnamese people held about this particular group of children also
led to difficulties. Much later, when the minors were no longer in foster care and I was no longer in the
job, I would hear complaints of abuse and neglect that had been communicated, in Vietnamese, by the
minors to their Vietnamese speaking caseworkers about their American foster families. These complaints
were often met with an attitude that prevailed in those early years: the minors were lucky to be in
America. After all, they were the “children of dust” (Lifton and Fox, 1972, p.73). Many of the
caseworkers and other Vietnamese adults seemed to have animosity toward these half-breeds. Their
attitude seemed to be that the children of lower-class women and of women who were forced by their
class status to move to the cities to survive off the American G.I.’s should be happy with whatever they
got, no matter how inadequate.
At the time of my Comprehensive Hearing meeting (1996), Carol Owen was present as part of
the group. She related a story of a time when she and I were working together at Lutheran Social
Services. Carol said that when she came to me for supervision on a case involving one of the
unaccompanied minors, she was nervous to report that she felt she had perhaps stepped out of or over the
appropriate boundary when participating in a school meeting for this young man. When I asked her to
tell me more about what she meant, she went on to explain that she felt she was acting more like his
parent than she was acting like a social worker. I said, “Good. That’s what we need to be doing for this
group.” Carol reports feeling validated and supported in participating in a practice that in traditional
casework practice would be considered “inappropriate.”
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The Profiles
“I Met You at the Orphanage Yard”
Your sad eyes
overflowed with
loneliness
and pain.
You saw me.
You turned your face away.
Your hands drew circles,
circles
on the dusty ground.
I dared not ask you
where your father
and your mother were.
I dared not open up your wounds.
I only wished to sit with you
a moment
saying a word or two.

(Thich Nhat Hanh, The Cry of Vietnam)

Profiles of Vietnamese Amerasians from the 1990 Interviews
In beginning to examine what I was hoping to learn from the first set of interviews done in 1990,
I compiled the following questions to focus the content of the conversation and guide the interviews. In
this preliminary study, I utilized the preparation I received in circular questioning during my master=s
family therapy training; however, I had not been trained in qualitative research methodology when I
initiated the first interviews. In the next section the questions are written as well as the conceptual basis
for asking these questions.
Question #1: In Vietnam, how did people see you? I asked this question to attempt to uncover
the young person’s memory and understanding of how she thought she was seen in Vietnam. The reason
this is important is because certain questions are asked over and over about a person’s life story that
indicate to the young person what it is about them which might be perceived as “different or unique.”
The Amerasian is exotic to Western eyes. So what is the story the Amerasian tells herself about how she
was seen by others? The emphasis on the story comes from the family therapy literature. This literature
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suggests that at any point we can intervene in a person’s narrative with a question as the intervention.
This invitation to tell their story may help facilitate a retelling of the story that will aid the individual in
“coming to terms” with the more traumatic narrative of their life. Vietnam is a country with a rich oral
tradition. Telling stories is one of the ways that individuals take their place in their community. For the
Amerasian, her illegitimacy within the community of Vietnamese society caused her to miss this
possibility of connection. The invitation to tell her story then is an invitation to importance. The
interviewer tells the Amerasian, implicitly: you are important, your story is important.
One of the things we know about the Amerasian, is that she does not know who her parents are,
so then we can draw from some of the literature on silenced stories to begin to come closer to the idea of
a healing narrative approach to working with Vietnamese Amerasians. I believe identity is one of the
core issues for the Amerasian.
As people tap into the power of stories and restore the flow of meaning between past,
present, and future, they begin to access memory and imagination; they find their own
voice, break silenced stories, elaborate minimal stories, open rigid tales, and change
vantage points from which to tell and understand stories. (Roberts, 1994, p.xiii)

Question #2: How do people see you here (in U.S.)? This question was asked to help "round
out" the young person's story of identity. Is the way in which you are seen here any different than the
way you were seen in Vietnam? Some Amerasian young people have reported that in Vietnam they were
seen as Americans and here they are seen as Vietnamese (personal conversation, M. Brendan, 1989).
Most (seven out of eight) of the children interviewed in this study had been in the United States since
1984.

Essentially, what I was asking for in this question involved memory for an event that occurred

more than five years ago.
Question #3: What group do you belong to here? (Who do you "hang around wjth? Who are
your friends?). This question attempted to explore identity and group affiliation. By understanding who
the young person spent time with, I felt that I could make some statements about who the Amerasian
perceives himself to be in relation to the larger culture.
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Question #4: When you grow up and think about getting married one day, what kind of person
do you think you will marry? Do you think you will marry another Amerasian. a Vietnamese person, a
White American, a Black American? (I understand the implicit heterosexism in this question). This
question delved more deeply into the question of group affiliation, as I wanted to ask the Amerasian to
think about the future. I was operating from the assumption that the Amerasian would, in their answer to
this question, begin to articulate feelings about bicultural, biracial identity and give an answer that related
to some expression of racial/ethnic/cultural self-esteem.
Question #5: Do you have any contact with anyone in Vietnam? This question was about
loyalty. Did the Amerasian feel loyalty to a grandmother, or an aunt, or the memory of a living mother
who surrendered the child to the orphanage or sent them “out of country” for the protection of the child
or for the protection of the mother and her family? Sometimes loyalty can be loyalty to an idea or to a
fantasy of a home and family. Some of the young people reported never wanting to return to Vietnam or
have anything to do with any relative from there, and others have internalized the concept of the
importance of the family, even if they were cast out, and remain steadfastly loyal to Vietnam, their home.
Some wrote letters often and others refused to respond to communication from family in Vietnam.

Summaries of First Interviews and Brief Sketches of the Subjects
Binh Lam was interviewed first. He was the youngest of the Amerasians in the program and the one with
the most difficult placement history. On the video, the physical scars of his abuse in Vietnam were
visible. He was abandoned at birth and had no memory of his mother. He had, at the time of the first
interview, been in multiple foster placements and had also been placed in child and adolescent psychiatric
facility. At one point later when I was visiting with 14-year-old Binh, at a group home facility, he said.
“You know, you guys better find me a foster family soon. Pretty soon it is going to be too late.

At the

time of our talk, he was in a group home for difficult to place adolescents. He had been in and out of yet
another foster family. During a meeting with him about the fit (or not) of the family he said to me. You
know, the K. family is real nice, they are nice and they like to hug a lot and be ‘tight.’ I am too ‘loose’ to
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be in their family.” Around the same time he had told his DSS caseworker that he had a dream about his
mother. The worker reported later that he felt unprepared to respond to Binh’s dream. He said he could
not figure out how to respond to a child dreaming of a mother of whom he has no conscious memory.
The caseworker said he delivered some platitudes about loss and missing people and that Binh said: “You
just don’t get it, man.” 1 worried that Binh would never have a relationship other than the ones offered to
him by the social service professionals. 1 worried that Binh would never be connected to anyone.
When I interviewed Vu Thach, an 18-year-old young man who had moved from Vietnam with
his mother to Nebraska, I had to ask for assistance from an interpreter. He had only been in the U.S. ten
months at the time of our meeting and was unable to speak comfortably in English. He had left his
mother and Vietnamese stepfather in Nebraska to come to Massachusetts because he had heard that the
programs for refugees were more comprehensive and that he could possibly attend school, although he
was 19. (Through most of the eighties, the local school communities had been very responsive to
attempting to accommodate those students who may have already been eighteen but had not had the
privilege of education. The word got out around the country that Massachusetts was a very good place to
live. For a few years there were a lot of individuals who came here as secondary migrants because the
educational opportunities were more accessible and the refugee benefits, in general, more humane. This
is no longer true.)
Yen Vu was interviewed when she was 15 years old. At that time she remembered her mother
having a long, oval face. She recalled her life in the orphanage as very traumatic; she was once locked in
a tiger cage for four days with no food or water for hiding some coins she had begged for on the street
from the caretakers. She also spoke about believing that Vietnamese people hated her because she is
Black. Yen said that she would not probably have any children because she did not think she would be a
very good mother. Yen did not think anyone liked her. She attended a private school in another town
and felt that she did not fit in. She also stated that she could not relate to the other young women of
color. She said she would like to marry a Vietnamese man, but she did not think she would because
“Vietnamese hate Black.” When Yen was asked to whom she felt most connected, she quickly replied
with the name of the friend in the orphanage who had slipped her crusts of bread when she was locked in
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the cage. For some reason that defies logic, that young girl was resettled in Albany, away from her
closest friend. I was very concerned about Yen’s loneliness and her internalized self-hate. She seemed
seriously depressed.
Hai Le agreed to be interviewed in 1990 primarily because of the $10.00 payment he received
for his time. He was sullen and resistant and the essential message I heard from him in that interview was
how disappointed he felt his foster parents were in him and how disappointed him was in them. What he
said was, “I know I wasn’t the son they’ve always dreamed of and they are not the parents I’ve dreamed
of.” He went on in the intervening years to be drug and court involved. When I would see him on the
streets, I felt it would only a matter of time until he was incarcerated.
Gene Thach was the person who validated my hypothesis that race is a very complex and
complicated construct for the Vietnamese Amerasians to grasp, particularly the Black Amerasians. When
I asked on the tape what he knew about his father and his father’s racial background, he looked down at
his hands - seeming to be assessing his own skin color. Then he said, “1 think my father was probably a
Black man.” I was concerned about Gene’s confusion about what group he belonged to and how he
made sense of people’s reactions to his dark skin. I had heard, from a co-worker of racism he had
encountered when he asked a young Cambodian girl to dance at the Cambodian New Year’s Celebration.
Her father pulled her off the dance floor. The father would not allow his daughter to dance with a Black
Amerasian.
Phuong Platini had long hair, was dressed in Army fatigues, and wore fifteen black plastic
bracelets on his arm. Phuong’s name had been Nguyen. Since the Immigration and Naturalization
Service prior to his migration assigned it to him, he decided to change it to an Italian name. Phuong said
he believed that maybe his father was Italian. He is a musician and loved Paganini so he legally changed
his name to Phuong Platini. On the tape is a poignant illustration of the English literacy problems of
Vietnamese Amerasians, Phuong was unable to spell his last name when I ask him to.
Duong Ho came to this country with his Amerasian sister two weeks after their mother died. At
the time of the first interview, he was very distraught because his sister, Hue, was pregnant by a
Vietnamese young man from Boston. The content of the interview included Duong (who is African-
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American Amerasian) telling me that “racism does not exist in Vietnam; it’s just an American problem.”
He then went on to justify why he cannot go to Boston and join his sister’s new family in Boston (his
sister is White Amerasian). The family is very traditional he says and they would not like his long hair
(he does not mention his dark skin). He told me then that Binh, Hue’s husband, has too many younger
sisters and he would not want to “get into trouble.” At the time, Duong had a blonde, blue-eyed American
girlfriend.
Hue Ho was interviewed while living in the Boston apartment of her in-laws waiting for the
birth of her baby. Hue spoke about her mother and about the fact that her early pregnancy was
happening to her at the same age her mother was when she had her first baby. She asked if she could
hold up her mother’s photograph on tape so that maybe her biological father could see her mother and
recognize her, thus providing an opportunity for a possible reunion with Hue. She told me she was
“sorta” married with Binh. I was concerned about how Hue would be accepted in a Vietnamese family.
Many Vietnamese people, coming from a patrilineal society believe that racial purity is of paramount
importance and believed that the American G.I.s were probably of a “lower” class, in the U.S., otherwise
they would not have been put in harm’s way. Binh’s parents seemed able to tolerate Hue very well, as
she looked very Vietnamese.
Duong Le was excited about the first interview, as an enthusiastic 14-year-old. Duong spoke
eloquently of the tragedy of not knowing who your parents are. He referred to someone saying bad
things about his mother. He said, “How do they think it makes me feel? ... I never even saw my mother.
If she came and said to me that she was my mother, I wouldn’t know how to know if she is telling the
truth.” He also talked about his American father. He remembers someone in a helicopter yelling at him
and the other children in the orphanage to sit down or “we’ll shoot.” Duong remembers some man
wearing a helmet being around when he was little. He wondered if that man was his father. Duong Le
reported that he had nightmares almost every night. He says he does not know how to distinguish what is
a memory from what is a dream.
The first Amerasian I met at Lutheran Services was Hoa Tran. A situation in Hoa’s foster
family caused some serious need for intervention. Hoa’s foster parents had been involved with Hoa since
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she came to the United States. Hoa’s foster mother was the daughter of another of the foster parents
doing foster care for LCS. A month or so before I came to work at the agency, Hoa had alleged that she
had been sexually abused by her foster father. She lived in a very small community outside of Amherst
where her foster parents and grandparents were prominent and visible members of the community.
Further investigation by the Department of Social Services caused Hoa to recant the allegations but the
placement was still “in trouble.” The relationship between Hoa and the foster parents had been damaged
and Hoa was in a constant power struggle and conflict with her foster mother. Hoa had been only ten
years old when she came to the family and, at the time, the family had only one biological child, a boy
who was an infant at the time of the original placement. This seemed to work out well at the beginning
but six years later when there was also a baby girl in the family, and Hoa was an adolescent, things were
deteriorating quickly. In speaking to Hoa’s counselor, the dynamic seemed to consist of an inordinate
need for absolute control on the part of the foster mother, jealousy of the two biological children, and
some more complicated mental health difficulties for Hoa that were becoming more obvious. It seemed
that some of the lying, stealing, and “false” allegations could be stemming from a history of sexual and
physical abuse that Hoa suffered before coming here, in Vietnam, in the orphanage. Eventually, Hoa was
hospitalized and then placed in a series of other foster homes.
Hoa is an African-American Amerasian. There would be no question of that identity with her
facial features and her hair. Unlike Binh and Doung, no one questioned this assessment of Hoa’s father’s
racial/ethnic background. Hoa always carried with her, during trips to the hospital to be assessed for
suicidality, in the crisis beds in the respite facility, a copy of the book Heidi. She was given the book for
a Christmas gift and for many years, when I would see her she would have that small paperback with her.
Originally, it was in her hand and in later years, she carried it in her purse. This was always, for me, a
poignant reminder of what was, for Hoa, the core issue.
After a month-long hospitalization for Hoa in a child psychiatric unit, I was called to a pre¬
discharge meeting. The psychiatrist, who in my prior experience seemed so sure of himself and his
diagnostic expertise that he came across as arrogant, said, “As I have worked exhaustively on this case
and I am afraid that just as Hoa does not fit easily into a category in terms of her racial/ethnic/cultural
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background, she also does not fit into any diagnostic category. I do not know what her psychiatric
diagnosis is.” Eventually, Hoa was placed on psychotropic medications and allowed to live “on her own”
in a supervised D.M.H. (Department of Mental Health) apartment.
Tuyet was a 16-year-old Amerasian young woman in 1990, who grew up in an orphanage along
with Doung and Binh. Tuyet came here in 1984. She has developmental disabilities and was in a Special
Education program in school. She worked four hours and went to school for four hours a day. She will
never be able to live independently. She no longer remembers Vietnamese. She does, however,
remember some things that have been said to her. On a walk with me one day she asked, "Can babies be
bom on the street?" I said, “Yes, that could happen.” She asked, “If they are bom on the street, who
makes sure they don't get ran over?” I said, someone would I was sure but that sometimes“on the street”
means “without a home.” I do not know if she understood. I imagined that someone had once told her
that she had been bom “on the street.” A while later she said, “You know I am Amerasian?” I said,
“Yes.” Then she said, “Some people say my father was an American but how do I know? I never saw
him or my mother.”

Updates from July, 1995
Binh Lam was still in a supervised living situation. He was 21 years old and still in therapy.
According to his therapist. Binh reported having nightmares about eating out of trash cans. He says he
would like to find a girlfriend but that being close was “tricky” for him. Binh was still suffering over the
loss of his parents. Binh was working in food service at a local community college. Last year, he got
into some difficulty with a couple of Vietnam Veterans who refused to believe he was Amerasian.
Binh’s therapist reports that as Binh was approaching his 21st birthday, he became acutely depressed. At
age 21, Binh would no longer be a part of the Department of Social Services foster care program. Binh
had been allowed to stay three additional years due to his special emotional needs and learning
problems. His official guardian was Lutheran Services. And they had represented the good parent to
Binh. He was concerned that his support from the agency was disappearing since their official
relationship with him was ending.
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Vu Thach left the area shortly after the first interview. No further information was available.
Yen Vu married a White Amerasian in 1992. Her daughter, Phuong Le was bom in 1992. She
was healthy and happy. Yen Vu hoped to pursue a career in nursing. Her marriage was not in great
shape. She may be getting a divorce.
Hai Le was still living in Northampton. Nothing else was known about him.
Gene Thach had graduated from high school and was working in Atlanta Georgia. He liked it.
He had also been to Vietnam and seen his mother.
Phuong Platini was working in a factory. He was still living with his foster parents. He did not
want to talk to me. He returned to Vietnam and reconnected with his mother. Someone said he got
married while he was there. I do not know if that is true.
Doung Ho was married to a White American. He had a three-year-old son and his wife was
pregnant with a second child. Doung worked in a factory in 1995.
Hieu Ho was still married to Binh. She had a daughter who was five and a son who was two
years old. She is attending community college. She has been back to Vietnam a couple of times and
stays in close touch with her aunt.
Doung Le was in the Job Corps. He graduated soon and has learned to do very specialized,
technical work. His difficulties continue with how people see him. Several years ago, while in Lowell,
he was beaten up for being/looking Vietnamese. Before that in Northampton, he was beaten up for
being/looking Cambodian. His appearance is confusing to people.
Hoa Tran has been in and out of psychiatric hospitals, homeless shelters, and battered women’s
shelters. She seems to persist in becoming involved with abusive men and it is not clear if she is in
counseling at this time. The last time I saw her she was on the arm of a new boyfriend. I continue to
worry if she’s safe.
Tuyet Nguyen was still living in Amherst and working at the local supermarket. For several
years, I saw her often and give her rides home from work occasionally. She shared with me that she does
not want to be Vietnamese at all.
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Conclusions and Desire to Learn More
In reviewing the early tapes and my original hypothesis about racial identity confusion being an
additional stressor for these children, many other things come into focus. In dealing with
“unaccompanied minors” we were “flying by the seat of our pants.” There existed no resources to draw
from to inform our practice or to validate or reinforce what we thought we were doing. We were
searching for guidance from other professionals or from the literature and there was very little to be
found.
In 1990, when I made the first series of videotaped interviews, I was curious about identity. I
believed that racial/ethnic identity confusion was a major component of what caused this group to have
so many placement disruptions and so many school and social problems.
Race was assigned without any qualifying evidence and many minors were assigned the label
“Black Amerasian” because they had darker skin. This situation came out of a desire to be sensitive to the
issue of race as an important consideration and often resulted in the young person being placed with an
African-American family or being placed in a biracial (African -American/White) household. The
problem that arose as a result of this attempt at doing the “right” thing was that the young people were
often assigned a racial category without input from the child herself. No one asked the child which racial
group she believed her father to be. This was especially interesting given that the children had not been
exposed to the range of possibilities of what racial/ethnic group the father could have been derived from
given the diversity represented by the population installed in Vietnam as part of the United States military.
It is clear that the Amerasians’ exposure to different races and ethnic groups in Vietnam was limited
compared to what we would consider typical for an American child living in a metropolitan city or
ethnically diverse community in the United States. Once again we showed our cultural ignorance. The
data from that first set of interviews did not bear out my assumption that racial and ethnic identity
confusion was at the core of the difficulties the Amerasians were experiencing. There was something else
going on that possibly included identity confusion and the experience of discrimination or racism based
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on physical appearance but there were other unanswered questions that became more compelling for
'

exploration.

CHAPTER 6

THE PROFILES FROM THE 1998-2000 INTERVIEWS

Introduction
In this chapter I will present the material on which my general conclusions are based as well as
other quotes which highlight other salient points of the research. The first section of the chapter includes
five individuals who were interviewed by me in 1990. I will then introduce additional material from the
two interviews of the Amerasians who were unable to be interviewed in 1990, but who requested, after
meeting me again and talking about my study, that they be interviewed.

Journal Entry, October 2000
It is October and I sit at my computer. I hear Canada geese overhead. I go out on my porch to
watch them in formation, flying southward. It is my ritual watching them every Autumn. It is my
connection to my environment, to the physical world of the four seasons. I think of the refugees. I
wonder about my Bosnian friend who says she still looks for the same sunset she saw from her home in
Mostar, before the war.

She looks out of her apartment window in Northampton, Massachusetts, United

States of America, North America.

She weeps as she tells me, “Every day I cry for my home.”

I remember as a nineteen year-old, transplanted by my own father’s job transfer from my childhood
home in the mountains of South Central Pennsylvania to the flat terrain of Houston, Texas; I recall how
vulnerable I felt, no longer protected by the hills and mountains in my home in the valley of the Juniata
River.

I was grief stricken. I was not leaving a war, or fleeing persecution, or fearful for my life. I was

leaving everything I had ever known to travel two thousand miles to a place I did not choose. I was
suffering from migration trauma.
Many authors have written of the meaning of home. I feel so sensually connected to my
environment. I know the smells, the sounds, the views, the birdsongs of this place and I am comforted by
these things. A Vietnamese young man who spoke to me in 1988, told me that he had been discussing
with his foster parents that one day he would like to return to Vietnam.
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He said they made fun of him

saying, “why would you want to go back to such a horrible place?” He wept as he asked me, “No matter
how bad it is, if you had to leave this country for whatever reason, wouldn’t you want to return to your
home some day?” I said that of course I would. To be forced out of your home by circumstances beyond
your control does not mean you hate the place. Our connection to home is deeper than that. It was this
experience with Nhut that allowed me to begin to realize the power of stories and to think about inviting
the Amerasians to talk to me about their memories of home.

The First Tape
In May of 1989, Nhut’s foster mother phoned me to ask if I would speak to Nhut. She had
attended a foster parent training where I was talking about the treatment of post traumatic stress disorder
in refugee children. At the meeting, she indicated she believed that Nhut had some stories that could be
traumatic and maybe he would benefit from counseling.

I agreed to meet him but wondered how we

would manage given Nhut’s limited English and my inability' to understand any Vietnamese.
When Nhut arrived, the first thing he shared was the story about the conflict with his foster
parents regarding his wish to sometime return to Vietnam. It was powerful to realize what healing was
accomplished by my commiserating with him about how he must have felt and admitting that I would
always want to return to my home, no matter what.
At the time, I was working in my private psychotherapy practice with a couple of survivors of
sexual abuse. My private clients asked that we tape the sessions so that they could take the tapes home in
case they could not remember some of what occurred in the session. Nhut noticed that 1 had a tape
recorder in my office. Nhut then shared that he had been receiving letters from family members in
Vietnam, asking for money. They did not understand that Nhut had no access to money. What they saw
in the photographs he had sent was that he was standing next to a relatively new car, standing in front of
what to us appears to be a modest home, but which to poor Vietnamese peasants looked palatial, with
new clothes his back and shoes on his feet. He was extremely angry about their requests. After telling
me this story, Nhut said to me, “Can you change what I have been through? I said no I could not. He
responded, “Then, what is the point of me talking about this to you? I told him that some people believe
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getting feeling out in the open helps the person who has the feelings to feel better. He said he did not
know if he agreed. As he stood to leave he glanced again at the tape recorder and looked as if he had just
had an idea. Nhut asked me if I thought it would help his relatives to understand his situation if he made
a tape and I sent it to them. I said it seemed like a good idea and that I would bring tapes the next time
we met and we could try to make a tape.
When Nhut came the following week, I had purchased two 45-minute tapes. When he first
arrived and I reminded him of our plan, he said he had changed his mind and did not want to do it. I
urged him to try. Nhut began talking in Vietnamese. As he talked he began pacing in my very tiny
office. He began to yell and cry and pound his fists on the bookshelf. I sat quietly, understanding
nothing but the strength of his feelings. The session began at 4:00 p.m. and at 5:00 p.m. Nhut stopped
talking. He looked at me, visibly pulling himself together. He then said, “Now I will tell you all that I
said in English.” He did, and we stayed at the office until past 7:00 p.m. He told me of the rejection he
had suffered when his father died and his mother abandoned him to go with a new husband. He
recounted how his aunts and uncles were jealous of him and his relationship with his paternal
grandmother. They had forced him to smuggle items by bicycle from Saigon. He was caught and spent
time as a 12-year-old in jail. He had been tricked into leaving Vietnam with no opportunity for
goodbyes. He had been severely traumatized. We continued meeting weekly for six months. We
continued to make the tapes but they were never sent to Vietnam. Eventually his relatives stopped
requesting money. Nhut seemed less depressed and eventually he even admitted that it helped to talk.
With this powerful lesson in counseling war trauma survivors, I decided that videotaping might be a good
way to collect stories. One of the most exciting aspects of American culture to the unaccompanied
minors was watching videos. The young people seemed delighted to be “on video.” One of the most
striking elements of working with the Amerasians was their physical appearance. To present their stories,
capturing their physical representations seemed very important.
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The 1998 Video Project
In preparation for filming the first interview, I asked Carol Owen to meet with me. I showed her
my questions and asked if she would consider interviewing with me. Of the seven individuals
videotaped, one of us or both of us had maintained some contact with the each of the Amerasians since
we left Lutheran Social Services. Carol and I had many conversations about the Vietnamese Amerasians,
we shared and celebrated their victories and lamented their failures. We talked about what our role was
in their lives and decided we were “Aunties” in the traditional Vietnamese family structure. We were
interested, steadfast in our commitment to being available to the Amerasians, and genuinely intrigued by
their resilience and tenacity. We wanted to offer permanency in relationship.

The Second Interviews
After having interviewed the Amerasians in 1990,1 felt an additional implicit obligation not
abandon them. In learning about the impact of their early losses, it was unconscionable for me to
knowingly re-injure the Vietnamese Amerasians by ending the stories of their lives in 1990. In preparing
to meet the participants again, I once again offered for them to see the first video. They refused and
offered no explanation. They had also been unwilling to view the tape in 1990. Some of the group did,
however, indicate they might be willing to view it with the others in the future.

Binh Lam
Binh Lam arrived in the United States in March of 1984. He came to the United States through
the Phillippines. He was 23 years of age in 1998. Binh spent some of his childhood in a psychiatric unit.
Binh had a largely unsuccessful foster placement history. In 1998, he was sharing an apartment with
another Amerasian who came from the same orphanage in Vietnam. He was employed as a retail clerk in
a furniture rental company.
As we began the interview, Carol Owen and I were asking what Binh’s experience was with
language. Did he speak Vietnamese?
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B.L. ... I lost a lot of Vietnamese language, too. I can’t really speak Vietnamese, and
1 can’t really understand it.
Do people recognize you as a Vietnamese person?
B.L.: No, they actually think I’m Hispanic, they actually think I am a little bit Puerto
Rican. Some people come up and speak Hispanic to me. So I tell them, no, I’m
Vietnamese still... I’m actually a little American. I’m half American. Because my
father was ... quote, unquote, American. That’s what the stories say, you know. But
when I look with my own eyes, I can’t see him, so I don’t know that, maybe I could be
part American.
Do you spend any time talking with the other Amerasians you came here with about the early
days? Or is that not part of your conversation?
B.L: It’s very little . You know, Dai’s my roommate right now. And, like me, he
knows a lot of English. But he doesn’t remember much Vietnamese language
anymore. It’s just not his thing anymore. In our memory it’s just fading away. ”

How do you feel about that?
B.L.: I really don’t know. Like, am I supposed to be happy if I memorize this stuff?
Am I supposed to be not happy because I can’t remember this stuff? Because it’s bad
or good? How do you know? I really don’t know.
You mean you’re confused about whether you should miss it or not?
B.L.: Yeah, exactly. And it’s actually because, and even then, can I actually remember
the stuff that happened ? ... I really don’t know . .. well, maybe it is important. I just
can’t memorize (remember ?) it. It’s probably stored somewhere in my head
somewhere or something. Maybe something will click it on, like wow, I remember that
... I want to know but I can’t... Maybe my dad’s Hispanish, you know? Maybe he
was Puerto Rican. I mean, I don’t know. .. . But I know a little bit of Vietnamese.
That’s one thing. You know, I know some Vietnamese. It’s like there are three
different things. And I can’t be three different things. I can only be two things.
You mean, where you come from?
B.L.: Yeah, it seems very confusing to me . I mean, I could be all these things. But
how does it all come together. I’m just one thing. I’m me. But, I got a mom and a
dad. Like, what culture were they? She, my mom, might not have been all Vietnamese.
For you, I guess it’s a large question mark?
B.L.: I’m still curious. And I always will be curious. And, you know, on holidays, at
Christmas, and times like that, you get together with your family. And even though
you guys are closest to my family, it doesn’t click in as a family, you know what I’m
saying?
It’s not quite the same?
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B.L.: Yeah, even though I have not been through the experience of a real family....
I’ve been through the experience of a foster family.... 1 can’t say what it’s like to be
in a family. A real family. I’m not saying foster family. A blood family.

Yen Vu
Yen Vu came to the United States in March of 1984. She was 27 at the time of the interview.
She is divorced and has one daughter. Her daughter’s father is a White Amerasian, Yen Vu is a Black
Amerasian. Yen Vu has graduated from high school and has attended community college. She is
currently enrolled in a nursing program. At the time of the interview, she was working as a teacher’s aide
and working in a medical office.
Y.V.: OK, so I know you guys. That shouldn’t make it hard. I think you know about
my life since I was twelve. But basically, I was bom in Vietnam, and my mom and I -we got separated because, um, the government of Vietnam decided that any family that
has an Amerasian child will have, you know, a hard time with the government. You
know, I was left on the street... I think I was four or five ... all I remember is that we
went to a busy supermarket. And we don’t usually go to the market. When she goes,
she barely ever takes us with her. But that day she went, and she took the three of us,
you know, my two sister and me. And she put me down and said, “I’ll be right back.”
And I kept looking at the direction of where she went, there was a post there. And she
was gone. But in a few minutes I see her come back, and she was, like, hiding behind
that post, looking at me. And I was like, all focused on this one particular spot. And
she came back a second time, and then she came back a third time. And then, like , she
disappear. So, I just focused on that spot. And she just disappear.
Do you have any idea how long you sat there?
Y.V.: I know that it was a long time. Because the sun went down. And people started
going home. Because when we got there it was crowded, it was really, really crowded.
And I sat there, and sat there, and I remember I cried too. And then, it seems it was
darker, and a lot of people had left. And then, I was picked up by this guy who was
really mean to me. I think he took me in as a slave, you know. So I lived there for a
while and then one night, he fell asleep. He was drunk, and fell asleep, and then I just
took off.
Yen Vu went on to say that she had been very angry by the time she got to the orphanage and
even though the nuns were very nice to her, she says that she was mean to everyone because she was so
scared. Yen Vu says that after people found out about Amerasians going to the United States, people
began to come to the orphanage to find their kids. Because so many children either didn’t know their
own full name or had their name changed, the parents were unable to find the children. Yen goes on to
say she only knows her mother’s first name and the names of her two older sisters.
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Y.V.: Yeah, I remember my sister’s names, too. I don’t know much about them. And
all I have is just a picture in my mind of my mom.
So, I’m wondering, what you tell yourself in your mind about who you are, and what
your life has been?
Y.V.: I just say “you know what? I came here and I was adopted by a family,” and I
just try to remind myself I was lucky. And, you know what? My life could’ve been a
lot worser. I am a very, very nervous about what other people think of me, too. When
I think about it, I’m just like, why don’t I have so ... many friends? ... Also, I think
one of my biggest fears is about being lonely. Because throughout my life, many
people comes and goes. And I’m just never sure that somebody is going to stick
around. And that’s why in the past couple of years, I haven’t gone out much. Because
I don’t want to go through that, because it’s too painful.
Do you remember being told you were coming to the United States?
Y.V.: Yeah, I remember. Because they told us we would be slaves over here. We
watched some movies, and the Black people were really working hard all the time. So
I told them I didn’t want to come. I was really upset. And I was crying.

Hai Le
Hai le arrived in the United States in August of 1984. He was 28 years old in 1998. He was
amused to see himself on an archival video from 1986, where he was wearing a big white cowboy hat.
He referred to that image as the “little cowboy man.” In the original videotaped interview, Hai Le was
dressed all in black fringed leather, his hair was long and he was uninterested in talking. He told me he
planned to marry a white American. He also said that he was very disappointed in his foster parents and
they were very disappointed in him. He said, “I was not the son they wanted and they were not the
parents I wanted.” Hai Le came to Northampton to be interviewed by me. He was living and working in
New York City as a personal care attendant for an 80-year-old man. The man was a Holocaust Survivor,
a former refugee who came to the U.S. with only $2.00 and a small suitcase. He is now a very successful
business man who took a great deal of pleasure in spending time with Hai Le.
Since that time, Hai has been attempting to locate his American father and is currently (2000)
working at a retail store. Hai is still in regular communication with his foster parents and has an on¬
going relationship with them. Hai Le was wearing a Brooks Brothers shirt and sport jacket for the
interview — he had really changed his image since 1990.
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Hai lived with his mother in Saigon until he was five and she became ill. Hai’s mother died of
lung cancer at age 36 when Hai was 7 years old. Her family had not liked his mother so they abused him
after she died. Hai’s mother was half French, so she was discriminated against by her 8 sisters who were
100% Vietnamese. Hai’s mother was a prostitute but, his memories of her are that she would take him
around with her to see her friends and that she was beautiful and kind.
Hai moved to Saigon when he was nine. He jumped a bus and went to live on the streets with
other Amerasians. He caught crickets and sold them to make money. Grandma did not want Hai to leave
the village but Hai went to the city to avoid discrimination. Shortly after he went to Saigon, he visited
the Immigration and Naturalization Center but at that time he did not want to go to the U.S.
At around age 13, he went to the village to visit his mother’s grave. While he was visiting, his
uncle told him that his Grandma wanted him to go to America.
H.L.: At the time, I thought, it doesn’t matter what 1 look like, it doesn’t matter that I
know 1 am 100% Vietnamese, 1 was bom here and who is this uncle to tell me. ... I
eat with them. I sleep with them. Now, they reject me and they just want to “send me
out.” At the airport I remember feeling happy with an empty feeling. At the time 1
thought I could find my father. I knew his name. His name was Scott.
At the time that Hai came to the U.S. he felt abandoned and rejected by his biological family in
Vietnam. He believed if he would have had the option of going back, he might not have felt so sad. The
paper he signed said he could never come back, no matter what. It was not only the loss of home,
country, family, familiarity but the fact that, at least at that time, it seemed irrevocable.
When Hai came to the United States, he was 13 years old. He had been living on his own on the
streets for four years, since he was 9 years old. It had been a long time since any adult told him what to
do.
H.L.: I was suddenly off the streets and in a family. All of a sudden, I was a baby. I
wished I was ten years younger. I was a survivor. I believed I did not need parents.
They should have had background information on me. If they could have treated me as
a friend not as a child things would have gone much better .. . they didn’t let me have
much choice and they wanted me to be home at 9 p.m. every night. I was in
Northampton, Massachusetts, a very safe place compared to the streets of Saigon and
they had no idea what my life had been like. I tried to tell the Vietnamese caseworker
what my life had been like, so he would tell my foster parents the things I had done
before. My country was so dangerous, compared to here ... it’s like nothing. People
would be running down the street with machete. He refused. I think it was
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embarrassing to him so he really didn’t do the job he was hired to do. There were some
good things, though. 1 was happy to have socks and shoes and a house.
Hai’s foster parents were childless. It would have been difficult for any child to fulfill their
fantasies, but it was especially hard for this couple since they really knew very little about the
“childhood” Hai had in Vietnam. The Vietnamese caseworker was embarrassed about the life Hai had
left behind because he believed it reflected badly on the Vietnamese people. When Hai wanted the
caseworker to explain the origin of the difficulties Hai was having, the caseworker refused.
Hai quit high school in his junior year and things with his foster parents continued to be difficult.
H.L.: When I was having trouble in my family, I couldn’t announce that I wanted to
leave because that would cause a big argument. So, eventually, I just left. I did not
come back for six months. Then, little by little, they began to realize that to have any
relationship with me they had to treat me as an adult. Now, since I’m happy, I’m doing
all the things they wanted me to do.
Wbat do you think you learned working on the Streets in Vietnam?
H.L.: I knew everyone. We all helped each other. We were very connected.
It is interesting that your ability to “work the streets” even though for a while you were
into some negative stuff, drugs, illegal activities. You then used your ability to connect
in order to help people.
H.L: I didn’t believe in working in factories. I believe it’s bad for you. I’d rather do a
job that’s helping another person - another human being. I think it’s the greatest thing
you can do.
What about your friendships with the other Amerasians?
H.L.: I’m still friends with them, they are still friends with me.
Do people comment on your appearance?
H.L.: People are shocked to find out I am Vietnamese, like when I order in Vietnamese
in a Vietnamese restaurant. Sometimes I play with them and tell them I lived in
Vietnam for two years to learn the language. I think I might move to Vietnam. I feel
surrounded by two worlds.

Duong Ho
At the time of the interview, Duong was 28. He was separated at that time from his wife,
Sherry, and he had two children, a boy, age 8, and a girl, age 10 months. Duong and I began talking
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about what the biggest issue for him at the time of the last interview was: his younger sister’s pregnancy.
I asked how he felt now about that long ago issue?
D.H.: I felt responsible for my sister but after a while. I learned to accept what she
wants and who she’s with. I realized after a while that it wasn’t my responsibility.
Even though my aunts in Vietnam insisted that I was the one who had to keep her safe
and out of trouble. They just didn’t realized about things in America.
Catch me up on your life since we last met?
D.H.: My marriage is not together. There’s been a lot of stress- we were living with
her mother and me and the kids in Florida. Sherry (his wife) decided she wanted to go
back to the North to New York State - a week after we moved, things fell apart.
Have you been getting any support from anyone?
D.H.: In this relationship, I’ve been the one to always fix things. This time, I want
Sherry to take the initiative. Now she’s living with a new boyfriend.
You have had a lot of disruption of relationships in your life. Can you talk about when
you first came?
D.H.: I came in December of 1984 with my sister, Hieu and Phuong. When we first
knew about going to the United States, we were scared because of the Black/white
differences that we wouldn’t be allowed to live together. We heard a lot about racism
in the United States. Phuong told us it wasn’t true and that made us feel better. Our
mother had just died and we couldn’t bear to be separated.
It seemed that the conversation then reminded Duong of another relationship disruption as he went on.
D.H.: When we first moved here, we went to a home where we thought we would stay.
Then, after two months, we were moved to another home. We thought that we had two
sets of parents, two moms and two dads. We were very confused. Then the
Vietnamese caseworker set up a meeting for both sets of parent, my sister and me.
They explained to us then that we only had one set of parents, the new ones ... so, we
had to say good-bye to the first mom and dad. Everybody cried.
What was your life in Vietnam like?
D.H.: Life in Vietnam was kinda free and cool. We were free to do what we wanted.
The family was warm, we had a lot of love for one another - not like family here.
Sorry. Our family was middle class. I didn’t have to work but I did because I wanted
to work. My friends worked and I wanted to contribute to my family. I got up at 4:30
in the morning and worked until 7:00 at night. Then my mother found out and she
started crying. By then she was really sick ... after a few months she was losing
weight and getting pale. She had cancer. We lived with my mom, her sister, me, my
sister, my step-father, and my grandfather and occasionally other people. We had a big
house. My step-father was Chinese and Vietnamese. He was good to us but he
betrayed my mother. When she was close to death, he went off with another woman.
She told me it was okay for her, but I was still mad.
What was your mom like?
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D.H.: My mom was one of a kind. Other people have cared for me but no one like my
mom When you have a mother you’re definitely stronger. Mom did teach me respect.
She taught me to be who I am, to be who I wanted to be.
Did your mom ever talk to you about your biological dad?
D.H.: No, not to us kids, she didn’t want it to get out. She was afraid. If the VC (Viet
Cong ) found out then she would be in trouble. But I recently found out that my father
was Puerto Rican. My sister was in Vietnam and one of my aunts told her. My sister
wants to do a search but I am not interested. He’s not in here (points to heart) so I’m
not interested. He’s been no part of my life ... when my mother died I tried to run
away because I did not want to leave. When my aunt told me it was my mother’s wish
for me to come here, I changed my mind.
Did people give you a hard time at school because you were Amerasian?
D.H.: Not in school, but our neighbors picked on us because we’re half and half.
Sometimes I would get into fights about it, but basically I don’t like to fight but 1 would
fight to protect my sister.
Do you still speak Vietnamese?
D.H.: Street talk, and I still could read and write it. I am happy I can express myself in
both languages.
Do you spend time with your sister and her family?
D.H.: No, 1 don’t. I’m close to Hieu’s husband, Binh, but the others want me to be
more traditional Vietnamese. They want me to change. When Sherry and 1 got
together, we lived in Boston . They tried to break us up. They wanted me to be with a
Vietnamese girl. I don’t talk to my sister. She judges me and I can’t. . . We are not
very close.

HieuHo
At the time of the interview, Hieu was 25 years old. She had been in the United States for
fifteen years. She has two children, a girl, who was eight at the time of the interview and a boy who was
five. Hieu came to the United States in December 1984. Hieu filled me in on her life since we had last
seen each other in February 1990.
H.H.: When I got pregnant, I was still in high school. My mother-in-law took care of
my daughter and I finished high school and then went on to Quincy College where I
got an Associates degree in accounting. Now, my husband and I own our own store in
Lowell and I basically run the business. We have only one employee. The rest of the
time either Binh or I work. Binh has another job working for the City of Boston, but he
also helps with the store. We both work very hard. If you want an easier life, the way
to go is to own your own business.
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What do you remember about Vietnam?
H.H.: Life was hard. I didn’t know we were going to come here. Everybody said
America was like Heaven. You eat and then you throw the dishes away. Everything’s
so convenient. I was excited.
What about your mother?
H.H.: My mother was very kind and generous to other people. Many times I
remember that the neighbor lady who had several kids did not have enough food, my
mother would share. We would even get less so she could share. Everybody says how
much I look like her and even sound like her I’ve been back to Vietnam twice. Once in
1990 , again in 1994 and I’m hoping to go again.
Did you visit your mother’s grave?
H.H.: I went back and gave the money to mark the grave well. I did my mother’s and
grandmother’s headstone. I got the money and I was happy to do it.
Has your brother gone back?
H.H.: I want to take him but not Sherry. If he could just come up with his own
spending money. I could buy the plane ticket. I keep telling Duong to move to Boston,
but he is not that comfortable around me.
You’re inside the Vietnamese community. Right?
H.H.: Yeah and he married an American girl. We all make our choices.

Hoa Tran
Hoa Tran arrived in 1984. She was 10 at the time. She was twenty-seven in 1999. In 1999, she
had a 3-year old daughter and a 5-month old son. Hoa’s foster parents would not allow her to be
interviewed in 1990. She had heard about the first interview and she was very interested in being
interviewed for this series. In some ways, I had more contact with her over the years, as she would
periodically phone me when she was in a bad situation. Once she “dropped by” my office in
Northampton and asked for some money to buy food. She seemed a little “strung out” to me so I gave
her money under the condition that she return and show me what food she bought. She did.
Since you were not able to be interviewed the first time, I’d like to ask you some of the
questions I asked then, is that okay? How do you see yourself, who are you?
H.T.: I’ve been through a lot-1 don’t know who I am, I don’t know where I stand. I
really don’t have no self-esteem.
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What do you remember about Vietnam?
H.T.: Being in the camp. I remember having to work really hard, it wasn’t really a
childhood.
What do you remember about your mother?
H.T.: Only when I got put in the orphanage, when she got killed. I don’t remember
what she looked like. I only know she was very, very mean. She used to beat me.
At what age were you put in the orphanage?
H.T.: I think I was 5 or 6.
Your mother was killed?
H.T.: I seen it. I seen it happen. Back then I was very young and I would have bad
dreams about it constantly. It haunted me for a long time because I didn’t like my
mother back then, I used to dislike her because she was real, real strict on me.
Could you tell me the story about what happened when she was killed?
H.T.: I guess, I guess ... it was because she had me, because I was Amerasian.
Because I wasn’t full-blooded Vietnamese. I think it was the Communists. I was there.
I was in another room then 1 heard the shot and 1 saw her dead. Then they took me to
the camp. I was tortured there and beaten. I used to have dreams about the torture, too.
You were in the same orphanage with some other Amerasians who came when you did.
Do you remember them?
H.T.: Not really because being in the camp was not like a place to play with other kids.
You’re more focused on what you need to do to survive. When we left Vietnam none
of us knew each other until we got on the plane.
When you found out you were coming to the U.S. what did you think?
H.T.: Well, we were told the Americans were bad people so I thought it was not such a
good idea but then it seemed like it was sort of a rescue. But then when I came here
and was put in a foster home, I really wanted to go back to Vietnam because even
though it was bad, I was used to it. That’s why I don’t know nothing bout myself. I
don’t know my real name, I don’t know my real birthday, I don’t know nothing about
myself. And that’s why I keep getting involved with the wrong people. Low self
esteem led to bad men and bad choices. I hope I can change and give my children a
real childhood, like I didn’t have. In Vietnam if you were half and half, you had very
little chance of survival. The worst thing about my foster family is that I was not
allowed to speak Vietnamese and so I lost my connection to the Vietnamese culture. I
feel really sad about that.

93

Dai Huynh
Dai is my neighbor in Greenfield. The first week we moved in he came to visit. At the time I
made the first video and conducted the first interviews, he was in foster care in Boston. He always kept
me posted on his whereabouts and achievements. He works now at a candle factory and he brings me a
candle for every holiday. When Dai heard I was interviewing his roommate, he wondered if I’d like to
interview him. I interviewed Dai on March 5th, 2000. He was 22 years old at the time and had been in
the U.S. since 1984.
When you meet someone new and you are telling them who you are, what do you say?
D.H.: My father and mother was killed and I am an orphan. Justin is my best friend
and I tell him everything about myself. He doesn’t have parents either. We can tell
each other everything. It makes it easier to talk to him because he has the same
experience.
What do you remember?
D.H.: It was not really an orphanage, it was more like military training or something.
We had to learn military maneuvers, walk 11 miles, carry each other to train to
evacuate if we needed to get away. I was blinded in one eye by a dog bite when I was
left on the street by my mother, a nun picked me up and took me to the orphanage.
Because I was blind and looked weird, I was picked on and abused a lot by the kids
and the adults. I have no memory of a mother. I also got hurt a lot. Once when I was
standing in line with the other kids, I was shot in the foot by a stray bullet. I think it
was an accident. I was nine. My big toe on my foot got rearranged and my other toes
are scarred. I was bleeding so much they had to take me to the G.I. hospital. The next
year, I got speared in the head by another kid and then, when I was ten, I fell head first
into the well. I almost got killed several times before I even came here.
What was the hospital like, was it an American field hospital?
D.H.: Yes, it was an American hospital. All of the people there were American. I
kinda liked it though because I got touched in a caring way. I had never been touched
like that before. I got beat up a lot when I was in the orphanage, that’s the kind of
touch I was used to.
Who was your friend in the orphanage?
D.H.: I had one really good friend but he died the year I came over. He got cancer.
He weighed about 50 pounds at that time. I didn’t even get time to say goodbye to
him. I was very lucky to come over here because they didn’t know for sure if I was
gonna get picked because the people was picking kids who had American father and
they wasn’t sure if I had one or not. It was at the last minute and at the time I didn t
know about it until I was leaving. I had 5 minutes to pack and get on a bus to the
airport.
Did they tell you where you were going?
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D.H.: Yeah, they told me I was going to America.
Did you know where or what “America” was?
D.H.: No, 1 didn’t know where was America at all.
Were their any adults who were kind to you?
D.H.: No, not at all. We were there to work, we’re not there to be kind to the adult.
The orphanage was tough. The work in the field was hard and hot and there was a lot
of open fields, and there was barbed wire strung across the top of the fence. It was very
tough over there for a couple of kids. A couple of kids successfully escaped and after
that a couple of kids didn’t make it they either got killed or died.
Was the treatment in the orphanage better or worse after 1975?
D.H.: Yeah, well, on my way to the airport, they was calling us swears, you know and
they were telling us we did not have the right to live - what is America gonna do for
you? They was throwing rocks at our bus. I was on the bus crying.
Did you and the other kids comfort each other at times like that?
D.H.: No, not me. I was alone because I didn’t trust the other kids. I was abused by
all the kids and I lost my best friend.
Did you sleep in one big room on beds?
D.H.: No, we slept on the floor. Only sometimes there was a bench and you could
sleep under it or hide under it if you couldn’t sleep. If you were not asleep when they
checked on you , you would get whipped. I got whipped so many times.
Did you have to work every day?
D.H.: We had to work to make a basket and if we didn’t know how to work, we didn’t
eat. Also, if we didn’t eat we got beat up or shot.
What did they tell you about America?
D.H.: No one talked about it at all. I didn’t know what to expect. When I arrived here
I had a lot of catching up to do because I had never been to school. My foster home
was not good. I wasn’t allowed to speak Vietnamese and my foster parents didn t want
me to go to any functions with the other Vietnamese kids. I was being abused in my
foster family but I was too insecure to tell anyone. I was beaten with a belt and I was
sometimes deprived of food. At least I had clothes and a roof over my head. All in all,
I feel really lucky. I could’ve been dead and buried six feet under if I hadn’t gotten out
of Vietnam.
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Other Stories
Of the four participants, not interviewed here, Duong Le lives in Lowell and is engaged to be
married; Phuong Platini could not be located; Vu Thach has not been around since the early nineties.
Gene Thach has been back to Vietnam, found his mother and lives now and works in Atlanta, Georgia.
Anh Tuyet who was mentioned earlier, lives in her own apartment and still maintains a close relationship
with her foster family.

Comparison With the First Interviews
When Binh Lam was interviewed in 1990, he was only willing to speak positively about his
situation. He still is struggling with his lack, or perceived lack of “back-up.” He requires a lot of
reassurance from Carol that she’s still here. He s still struggling to find his way. Binh’s attachment
problems seem also to impede his ability to hold a job. He has been so anxious about whether he is
accepted, he is often undermined by his worry and begins to fail in his abilities to follow-through on
instructions and other self-defeating behaviors.
Yen Vu is somewhat happy and successful at school and work. She is still isolated. She seems
to derive a lot of pleasure from her relationship with her daughter. She is a participant in Jehovah’s
Witnesses and seems to have found a secure place in that community. The sense of belonging she has
looked is met by her spiritual community. Her social insecurities seem to not be an obstacle in that
environment.
Hai Le is actively searching for his father and he has a good relationship with his foster parents.
t

Hai Le is successful in his peer relationships. At the time of the interview Hai was much more relaxed
and animated. It is clear that if he were not feeling confident he would not be involved in trying to locate
his father.
Duong Ho is still searching and is uncomfortable with the class difference between him and his
sister. The fact that he is not with his wife and children is an additional relationship disruption for him.
It seems that the struggle to belong is as operative in 1998 as it was in 1990. This probably is a clear
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illustration that the individuals whose fathers were not White face the additional burden of racism when
attempting to negotiate life in America.
Hieu Ho is the “material world” success story. She has achieved more education and seems to
have the most stable family life. She is also the only subject in my study who is firmly rooted and
accepted in the Vietnamese Community.
What follows in Chapter 7 are conclusions, some still unanswered questions, suggestions for
resettling unaccompanied minors in foster care, new questions, and implications for further inquiry.
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CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

What Was Learned?
The journey of knowledge around this dissertation is phenomenological and collaborative.

It is

significant to note that the methods outlined in Chapter IV were utilized, in addition to many other ways
of knowing employed in the service of a more participatory research methodology.

First, I will

systematically analyze the data to bring out the connections to my original questions.

The Role of Relationship with Self and Others
In order to develop self-knowledge, a person must be able to speak and refine his story.

If he

has a good listener, then the potential for healing is accessed and in witnessing and hearing a connection
is forged.
of us.

But these connections cannot be taken lightly.

In the role of substitute parent, a lot is asked

If I say I’ll be there, then I would undo years of clinical work if I betrayed my word.

One day

last Spring, on a day I had set aside for writing, I had just returned home to Greenfield from church in
Northampton when the phone rang.

It was Dai needing a ride from the bus station in Northampton.

I

picked him up and on the 20-minute trip back home, he told me if he gets married and has kids, I’ll be a
grandma.

All I did was pick him up at the bus.

I could have cried.

Promises must be kept and buses

must be met.

Individual Beliefs and Structures
It was supported by the literature review and my interviews that those individuals with a solid
sense of self seemed to have acquired their resiliency from early quality bonding between mother (or
substitute) and child.

In the narratives and in the other stories of Amerasians it seems to be consistent

that higher self-esteem relates to a positive early life experience with mother.

There is an obvious

difference between those who were abandoned as infants and those who were in a family for a time.
Duong and Hieu Ho both remarked in their interviews about the closeness they felt to their mother and
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the values they felt they had learned from her. Hai Le also attributed his stability to his strong
relationship with his mother. The unaccompanied minors who were the most impaired in their
adjustment were those who were abandoned by their mothers.

Childhood
In the West, our conceptualizations of childhood insists upon many years of dependency, with
the end point of the parenting journey being the launching into independence. It is important to analyze
this system from a position of humility. It is not known how children bom in another culture learn to
understand the concepts of individualism and freedom. Unfortunately, in many of the Amerasian cases,
the identity and consequent developmental difficulties demand that we find out more about the
Vietnamese family structure and become familiar with the meaning-making rituals that could be quite
reassuring to an Amerasian adult. If the child has been unable to depend on anything or anyone, then
acquiring the trust required to form an intimate partnership is a daunting task. Clearly, the construct of
childhood as a time when the young are to be protected and with parents is culturally biased. In studying
anthropology and sociology, there are many instances historically when children have been traveling in
groups, separate from their parents. When such groupings are not pathologized, then the child is free to
make her own meaning of the experience. Abandonment is a socially constructed idea and not always
accurate in describing a situation where parent and child are separated (Panter-Brick & Smith, 2001)..
One of the most jarring learnings of this study has been the amount of traumatic material
surfacing for many of the members of this group. If I am wearing a Western professional hat, I can say
that of course it benefits the Amerasian to talk about their story. The arrogance of that position is
obvious. What about the Amerasians? What would they say? No one wanted to see the videotapes or
read the transcripts from the interviews.

Identity
In the pilot study, when identity was the focus, it seemed a culture-bound concept at best and a
major misunderstanding to believe that these Amerasians would be overly concerned with racial identity.
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There is, however, a need for exploration of racial identity development because racism is omnipresent in
the world in which refugee children exist. The perceived absence of concern for these issues by the
Amerasians in the 1990 interviews could have been an artifact of their newly arrived status and their lack
of experience as refugees. The fact is that the Amerasians could not easily recognize each other as
Amerasian and were deprived of the comfort of easily knowing their place in a group by the lack of
physical similarities to each other. They were clearly not White but some were not easily identified as
Asian and often were mistakenly identified as being part of another group. It was difficult to pose these
questions about racial identity to this group but certainly it must have been even more perplexing for
them to answer.

Development
When thinking about development, it is important to see development as a spiral rather than a
straight line. To be able to access the differing abilities or willingness of the Amerasians to acculturate
and “fit in” to mainstream society is an attempt to understand the meaning it would have for the whole
family system if they did assimilate. If culture is transmitted through language then, what of the
Amerasians who have lost their language, through the ignorance of the foster parents and the complicity
of the agency? When thinking about the lack of training for everyone involved and the placement and
case management of the Amerasians, it was clearly an emergent situation with no one knowing what to
do. The other important issue with regard to development and acculturation has to do with the different
abilities of the Amerasians to respond more fully to my questions in the 1998 tapes. Is it their maturity,
familiarity with language and conceptual underpinnings or simply an indicator of comfort with the
interviewer and willingness to explore emotionally charged material that allowed more insightful
responses in the later interviews?

Foster Care
When a foster care agency conducts a home study, to determine if a foster parent is a good
match for the child, there is usually a body of knowledge which guides the home study and the case
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assignment. In the mid-eighties, Lutheran Social Services received dozens of children weekly for about
six months, from South East Asia. Everybody was “flying by the seat of their pants.”
No one knew how to do casework with a group of traumatized war orphans. No one knew what
the foster parents needed in order to handle this adjustment. The situation was emergent and dramatic.
In considering the development of a training for individuals involved in resettling or placing refugee
children in secure living arrangements. Some considerations should be:
1.

To gather as much information as possible about the background of the children
involved. The background should include educational, psychological, material and
political circumstances of their homelessness, orphanhood or displacement.

2.

A need to discover the ways to facilitate the potential for optimal physical, social and
community environment for each child or group of children.

3.

Each situation should be evaluated based on the least disruptive options for the child
with a concern for possible reunification with family.

4.

If possible, asylum should be “in country” with the most assurance possible of
identifying papers and identification to facilitate finding parents afer the crisis.

5.

If the child has been in an orphanage, then the possibility of being placed together with
familiar friends should be a priority in order to avoid disruption of all previous
relationships.

6.

In a situation of a civil or tribal war, necessary measures should be taken to discover
the “self-identity” of the child.

7.

Placement should be temporary for assessment and careful matching of a child with a
family or situation most consistent with the results of investigation into the needs of the
child.

8.

Foster parents and/or caretakers must be assisted in understanding the issues
surrounding the difficulties of refugee children who are required by their circumstances
to transcend their birth culture and move into the normative values of another culture.

9.

All attempts should be made to allow siblings to remain together.
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10.

Placement decisions should involve a thorough trauma history and a thorough
understanding of the circumstances of the child’s displacement.

Refugee Policy
Refugee policy is highly racist and highly politicized. It is a complex system to work within,
especially when there are no logical reasons for who is deemed a refugee and how the quotas for
allowing refugees to enter the United States are calculated.
Implicit in the definition of refugee is the threat of persecution. Some would sneer at the
hysteria surrounding Anh Lac, when two American women successfully airlifted more than 200
Amerasian children to the U.S., but often these extreme reactions by people who care are actually based
in reality: there were reports of murdered Amerasian children after the Fall of Saigon.

Language Challenge
Another factor that complicated the successful adjustment of the Amerasians was that the
caseworker assigned to the Amerasian cases was a new immigrant himself.

He was hired because he

could speak Vietnamese and English but he too, had migration and war trauma. It was not fair to the
caseworker to expect that he could figure out his position and responsibility to the larger agency in
relation to hearing complaints and concerns of the Amerasians. There are reports that some of the
Amerasians tried to disclose important information. He was in a culture bind himself, not certain if he
was a culture broker or social control agent.

What Role did Institutions Play?
In a disrupted life, institutions can provide some stability.

The schools, the Department of

Social Services, and Lutheran Services all represented a service-driven sense of community and safety.
One young man asked me if the State of Massachusetts was still responsible for him since he came as a
refugee.

He was scared of the aloneness he experienced since he was “emancipated”. The institutions
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symbolize both security and unreliability.

The State cannot be a parent, but then again, who is the

parent?

Friendships and Relationships that Made a Difference
The continuity of relationships is crucial. Therefore, the idea of termination is challenged.

It is

clear that the traditional boundaries employed in social service work with American people cannot be
beneficial in all groups.

It is important to explore the ideas the patient has about what a “helper” does or

does not do for you. This must be understood within the cultural context. In Vietnamese culture, it is
often necessary to employ different boundaries when attempting to create safety. Attempting to apply
Western psychological thought or practice to the Vietnamese patient can be disastrous. If the spiritual,
philosophical context is different, it is imperative to change the frame to manage the difference.
With refugee clients it is sometimes imperative to receive a gift, share a meal, or drive a mental health
client to a dental appointment. The customs of each family are important to observe and understand as is
the fact that many Vietnamese people would rather allow a person ( of the dominant culture) to learn his
own lessons rather than tell the “helper” anything.
It is crucial to mention in my conclusions, the importance of my friendship and collegial
relationship with Carol Owen. We have supported each other in this work. We have modeled a very
careful, considerate and respectful friendship.

When we began in 1988, we had no idea we would still

be working with this group more than ten years later. We believe the continuity of relationship has made
a difference.

What is Social Work or Counseling in this Context?
Carol and I do not necessarily subscribe to the idea that a successful therapy is a terminated one.
With this group and others who are trauma survivors, the relationship is a potentiator of healing. It
would be useful to reexamine traditional boundaries in therapy and attempt to analyze their efficacy (or
not) with persons not of this culture. In working with the Amerasians, the most important element was
nurturance, in a sense of fostering a relationship and also recognizing the holes in the young person s
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experience of being cared for by an empathic adult. In assessing emotional well-being and willingness to
risk intimacy, it was clear from this study that the Amerasians who had lived for some time with their
mother and were not left, were in much better emotional shape than those whose early life remains
unknown and unknowable.
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APPENDIX A
CONSENT FORM
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This interview is part of a study entitled: “Vietnamese Amerasians: Dislocation and
Adaptation.” Its objective is to increase understanding of how refugee children who are children of war
can best be assisted in adjusting and adapting to their new environment.
The role of the participants involves being interviewed on videotape for one to two hours.
Meme English and/or Carol Owen will conduct the interviews.
This study is being conducted as part of the doctoral work of Mary E. (Meme) English at the
University of Massachusetts, Amherst. The information may, at a later date, be used in articles or books.
All information is confidential for this dissertation. Participation is voluntary and participants may
withdraw from the study at any time. Each Interviewee will be compensated for their time by a payment
of $50.00 to be paid, in cash, at the time of the interview. This payment does not change the fact of your
right to withdraw at any time. Participants may request, at any time, that any part or the entire interview
not be used. Written materials derived from this study at its conclusion will be shared with the
participants individually.
I have read the foregoing statement and discussed it to my satisfaction with Meme English. I
wish to participate in the study.
Name of Participant_
Date:

Researcher
Date:
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Part 2 Addendum to Consent Form
1.

If I was interviewed and videotaped in 1990 for the beginning of this project, I give
permission for the original video to be combined with the tape made today.

2.

I understand if this videotape is ever used commercially or distributed to professionals
interested in this topic or made into a documentary, that any financial gains will be
evenly distributed between all participants and the researcher.

Participant
Date:

Researcher
Date:
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APPENDIX B
LIST OF INDIVIDUALS, DATES, AND PLACES OF CONTACT FOR
INTERVIEWS AND PERSONAL CONVERSATIONS
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NAME

PLACE OF MEETING(S)

DATE(S)

Marta Brendan

Washington, DC

September 12, 1990

Duong Ho

Amherst, Northampton, MA

February 16, 1990
March 16, 1998

Hieu Ho

Boston, MA
Lowell, MA

February 18, 1990
April 6, 1998

Dai Huynh

Greenfield, MA

March 6, 2000

Binh Lam

Amherst, MA
Greenfield, MA

February 16, 1990
March 14, 1998

Hai Le

Amherst, MA
Northampton, MA

February 16, 1990
April 5, 1998

Anh Tuyet Nguyen

Montreal, Canada

April, 1990

Hiep Nguyen

Amherst, MA

August, 1988

Lucy Nguyen

Amherst, MA

April 20, 1990

Peggy Perri

Amherst, MA
Greenfield, MA

January, 1994
August, 1994
May, 1996

Carol Owen

Amherst, MA
Northampton, MA
Greenfield, MA

July 1988
April, 1992
March, April, May, 1998

Bill Simmons

Amherst, MA
Greenfield, MA

March, 1989
April, 1998

Hoa Tran

Amherst, MA
Greenfield, MA

March, 1989
April, 1998

Nhut Tran

Amherst, MA
Belchertown, MA

May, 1989
December, 1992

Yen Vu

Amherst, MA
Belchertown, MA

February 17, 1990
March 13, 1998

Vu Thach

Amherst, MA

February 16, 1990

Gene Thach

Amherst, MA

February 17, 1990

Phuong Platini

Amherst, MA

February 16, 1990

Duong Le

Amherst, MA

February 16, 1990

APPENDIX C
SAMPLE TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH
VIETNAMESE AMERASIAN PARTICIPANT
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So, you know we had mentioned that both of us continue to be interested in the stories of
amerasians, the stories of collective and individual experiences of coming from Vietnam and
settling in the united states. “Amerasians from Vietnam”is a term that people use to describe
folks of mixed Asian and American heritage. So that’s a term that somebody provided. But,
you know, how people think about themselves, how they feel about themselves, how they
identify themselves, is a pretty personal thing. While there’s a label out there, what it all means
to you may be something entirely different. This is the kind of stuff we want to talk about
today. We’ll give you a chance to do most of the talking. But we’ve got a few questions that
relate to how you see your life and your life story.
Now, or in Vietnam?
You can decide to respond anyway you want. But 1 guess one of the first things I’d like you to
think about is how you describe yourself to people you meet. When you are getting to know
them. Now, about nine years of your life was in Vietnam. About how much of that time was
spent in an orphanage?
Well, at least seven or eight. It’s really strange, because you can’t really tell how old you are. I
guess I was about seven or eight or nine when 1 came here. And it’s really strange, because I
had three birthdays in one year. When you come here and you’re new to the area, and you never
celebrated a birthday before, and you are told you have three birthdays, you say, “hey, cool.”
It was all new. So, when you think of your life in Vietnam and then here, since you came at
approximately the age of eight or nine, and now you’re about to celebrate your 23rd birthday, in
those maybe 14 or 15 years, how have you identified yourself? What do you call yourself when
other people are curious about you?
*

Like, when people say, “Are you Vietnamese?”
Well, do people usually say that? When they meet you, do they naturally draw that conclusion,
that you are Vietnamese?
No, they actually think I’m Hispanic, they actually think I’m a little bit Puerto Rican. Some
people come up a speak Hispanic to me. So I tell them, no, I’m Vietnamese still.
So that’s what you’re saying these days? You’re saying “I’m Vietnamese”?
Well, I’m actually a little American. I’m half American. Because my father was from . . .
quote, unquote, America. That’s what the stories say, you know. But when I look with my own
eyes, I can’t see him, so 1 don’t know that. Maybe I could be part American. You know, I’m
one of those people who learned English really fast. Some of my friends, you know, who came
here the same time I did, they, their English is still a little static-y, but mine s getting to be really
clear.
Well, I happen to know you worked hard at it. Practicing the language. Plus, you’re a big
talker, and that helps.
(laugh) I try to be. Yeah, it does help. But the only problem with it is that I lost a lot of
Vietnamese language too. I can’t really speak Vietnamese, and I can t really understand it.
When you’re around people who are talking Vietnamese, are there ever any words that you
recognize, that mean anything to you?

R:

No, um, most of the time I don’t understand. Sometimes it clicks in, but, you know, 1 really
don t understand. I wish I did. But 1 really don’t know why I can’t understand it anymore.

I:

When you were in the orphanage, do you remember if people spoke exclusively Vietnamese?

R:

Oh, yeah, I m pretty sure. I was just a little kid, you know. When you’re a little kid and you
have a parent, and they talk and talk and talk in that culture, you learn to go with it, and you do
the same thing. But a kid who goes back and forth from American to Vietnam or China or
something, can learn to speak both of them. But me, I was raised here. Which I can’t
understand Vietnamese anymore, so.

I:

An observation I would make, though I don’t know if you would agree with this, is that you
have really taken on a lot of American attributes.

R:

Yeah, if I had lived with foster parents who were Vietnamese, it would be a different story. You
know, I would have learned to speak both: Vietnamese and English. At least I would have
learned half of Vietnamese. Which, as it is now, it’s not helping me at all. I could have gotten
into it again. But, I’ve been here, what, nine years, what, eleven years? I came in what, 1985?

12:

1984.

I:

1984, so you’ve been here fourteen years. That’s a big chunk of your life.

R:

Yeah, and 1 was in Vietnam, what seven or eight years? And that makes a big difference.
Especially when you’re a little kid. What you learn when you’re young, you just do it when
you’re older. You don’t even think about it.

I:

You know, the thing about when little kids move: to another state, or to another country,
sometimes the only thing that helps them to remember what it was like, especially the specific
details of life, is being reminded by the people who came with them. Because I think a lot of the
stories get lost along the way. It’s really hard to rely on your own memory. And that’s not
specific to you, but for lots of folks in general .... Do you spend any time talking with the other
Amerasians you came here with about the early days? Or is that not much of a part of your
conversation?

R:

It’s very little. You know, Dai’s my roommate right now. And, like me, he knows a lot of
English. But he doesn’t remember much Vietnamese language anymore. It’s just not his thing
anymore. In our memory it’s just fading away.

I:

How do you feel about that?

R:

I really don’t know. Like, am I supposed to be happy if I memorize this stuff? Am I supposed
to be not happy because I can’t remember this stuff? Because it’s bad or good? How do you
know? I really don’t know.

I:

You mean, you’re confused about whether you should miss it or not?

R:

Yeah, exactly. And it’s actually because, and even then, can I actually remember the stuff that
happened? You know, I don’t know. I really don’t know.

I:

Well, maybe it’s not important. Everybody’s life is unique.
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R:

Well, but maybe it is important. I just can’t memorize it. It’s probably stored somewhere in my
head somewhere or something. Maybe something will click it on, like wow, I remember that.
Maybe I’ll do something, but right now I just don’t know. I don’t know why. I want to know.
But I can’t.

I:

You say some really interesting things, Binh.

R:

I don’t know how to say it, but I just say it.

I:

So, anyway, to summarize in terms of how you might describe yourself. When you first meet
people, first thing they learn is your name, right?

R:

Um-hum.

I:

And, do they ask about your identity?

R:

Not really. They might say, “Are you Hispanic?” Or start speaking Hispanic to me. If they do
that, I say, “No, uhn-uhn, I’m not Hispanic.”

I:

So that’s pretty common?

R:

Yeah, it’s been happening right along. But it can be good, you know. Especially if it’s a
Hispanic girl who comes up and speaks Hispanic, and wants to get to know me. I say, “Hey,
you can talk as long as you want. I just don’t understand what you’re saying, that’s all.”

I:

Well, does it make some sense to you that you might have some Spanish background?

R:

Maybe my Dad’s Hispanish, you know.

I:

He might have been Puerto Rican.

12:

There were a lot of Puerto Ricans in Vietnam during the war.

R:

Maybe he was Puerto Rican. I mean, I don’t know.

I:

It’s certainly possible, Binh. We don’t know. I mean, Meme and I can’t claim to know.

R:

But I know a little bit of Vietnamese. That’s the thing. You know, I know some Vietnamese.
It’s like there are three different things. And I can’t be three different things. I can only be two
things.

I:

You mean, where you came from?

R:

Yeah, it seems very confusing to me. I mean, I could be all these things. But how does it all
come together? I’m just one thing. I’m me. But, I got a mom, a dad. Like, what culture were
they? She, my mom, might not have been all Vietnamese.

I:

Right, she might have been a mix. There are lots of people: white, black, brown, who are
combinations of backgrounds. As I travel around, outside of the country, and then I come back,
I realize how many people are a mix, a blend. In some countries, it appears that most people are
all one type. But many places, they are quite mixed. In the United States, you ask people what
they are, and some say, “I’m a lot of things. I’m 1/16th this and l/32nd that.”
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R:

Yeah, but how do they know that? They can’t really know that.

I:

Well, some people are luck enough to be able to trace it. For you, I guess, it’s a large question
mark?

R:

See, I couldn’t even trace it.

I:

How does that play out for you these days? The large question mark? I know that there was a
time when you were really very curious.

R:

I’m still curious. And I always will be curious. And, you know, on holidays, at Christmas and
times like that, you get together with your family. And even though you guys are closest to my
family, it doesn’t click in as a family. You know what I’m saying?

I:

It’s not quite the same.

R:

Yeah, even though I have not been through the experience of a real family .... I’ve been
through the experience of a foster family .... I can’t really say what it’s like to be in a family.
A real family. I’m not saying foster family. A blood family.

I:

You know, I don’t know whether you think this is to your credit or not, but in the time I’ve
known you, compared with some other Amerasians I’ve known, you really have been willing to
get into your feelings about family, about your not knowing your family.

R:

I try, but it’s just hard.

I:

I guess I want to say it to you as a compliment. You may not think of it as a compliment.
Because it’s about a lot of strong feelings and a lot of losses. But when I think of some other
people I know who have had - you know - similar losses, they seem to do a lot of running
away. In the time that Meme and I have known you, you’ve talked a lot about the sadness,
about your desire to have a family.

R:

But, I don’t want a family now.

I:

At this stage of the game, you’re a young adult trying to make it on your own.

R:

Yeah, it’s too complicated to think about starting a family of my own.

I:

You mean, you may start one of your own?

R:

Yeah, maybe, down the line. But now, 1 don’t even want to think about it. Unless something
just happens, you know.

I:

Something that you don’t expect.

R:

Yeah, exactly. Something I don’t expect. But it’s something where it s my fault. Like, I m to
blame, you know.

I:

What do you mean, you’re “to blame”?

R:

Well, like, she says she’s pregnant. And then, I’m to blame. It s my fault. Because I wasn t
using my head. I’m not saying I would run away from the girl, and just go to the next girl. I
would never, ever do that!
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You’re a very dutiful person.
I’m very willing to do something, if I could. If I can’t, I will avoid it.
Avoid that kind of situation?
Oh, yeah, I’d rather avoid that kind of situation right now. I’d rather .. . juts ... check out my
sights. Check out what I have.
(laughs heartily) You know, most of us carry on conversations in our heads. You know, we
don’t necessarily talk out loud. But some of us have some pretty interesting self talk in our
heads. So, anyway, when you’re having a conversation with yourself, when you’re thinking
about yourself, what do you tell yourself about who you are? Are you at all persuaded by what
some people say about your possibly being Hispanic?
Once in a while. And then it goes away. And then it comes back the next time they bring it
back up.
So, these days, do you think you spend less time than you used to thinking about who you are,
how to identify yourself?.Do you think it’s not as big a set of issues for you these days?
Not really. Because I’m very focused on trying to make it through life instead of find out who I
am. It’s a bigger picture that I’m looking at, rather than just focusing on who I am. If I was to
focus 100% on who I am every day of the week, I wouldn’t have time to do all the things I want
to do. Like if I just stared in the mirror and asked, “Hey, what the heck am I doing,” I would
just basically be wasting time ... doing nothing but looking at myself... which would be ok,
bu-u-u-u-t, then what would I be doing in about five years? And that’s not a job that people will
hire you to do, you know.
Actually, we are right now. Paying you a pay check to explore how you think about yourself.
Yeah, but for real, I’m not standing in front of the mirror talking to myself, like, “Hey, Binh,
what do you want for yourself?” when I could be outside doing it, you know.
Yeah, what takes up a lot of your time these days?
I’m very confused about where to go.
Are you talking specifically about where to look for a job, or are you speaking more “big
picture”?
Well, to be specific, I want to start out by getting a good job. Well, maybe not a good job, but a
job, you know. One that fits with my abilities. I’ve found that jobs, they’re different. Some of
them are like hiding away from the community, very rude, you know. People back there are just
so rude to each other.
You mean, the co-workers?
Yeah, I can’t work in an atmosphere where people back-talk each other all the time. You find
yourself in the middle of something, and you don’t know how you got in it. Like you say,
“What the heck is this?” And they’re supposed to be professionals and everything. Disgusted.
I backed out of there (hospital job). I figured it was the best thing I could do. Actually, I was

going to be fired, so I gave it serious thought and just backed out. They treat people like crap
there, you know.

I-

What have you done when you think that people have talked about you, have done something
directly mean or hurtful, when you feel like your emotional gut has just been punched out —
either in a work situation, or elsewhere?

R:

Well, I do a lot of activities, you know, sports and things like that. You know, I don’t use my
aggression out on someone. I don’t go around constantly beating up on somebody. I try to do
my best, and if I explode out, I tell them, “I’m sorry, you know, I’m just having a bad day.”
That’s just the way it is.

I:

So, you have your ways of trying to get your more balanced sense of yourself back?

R:

Yep, I go to my karate class. Or I go talk to my therapist. So, I’d say that every one (job) has
it’s own thing going, you know. The hospital one, I could say that I could talk to someone. The
V.A., maybe I could have used something else. I learned by doing it, exploring it, how to get
my anger out, not hurting anybody, now to deal with it in a positive way.

12:

I wonder, when you were working at the V.A. hospital, if you ever met any Vietnam veterans. I
mean, there are a lot of disabled veterans at the V.A.

R:

Yeah, it scared the crap out of me. I jut couldn’t stand it. I felt so sorry for myself, and so forry
for them. I mean, I left there after a week.

I:

It was too hard for you?

R:

Yeah, I just got so scared. I couldn’t handle it. I just wasn’t there. I felt so sorry for them, that,
this is kind of rude to say, but it’s just like slow death. And what they’ve done. They’re sitting
there, and their minds might not even be there. I mean, why suffer so much and die so slowly
when you can just quicken it. And watching those people suffer, and in their mind, they’re not
even there . . .

12:

You said that you were a little scared. Do you think that you might have been scared that one of
them would have a flashback and think you were Vietnamese and try to hurt you?

R:

You know, maybe.

I:

I could feel my body being scared. And I remember feeling, like be careful, not so much the
way you defend yourself when you fight, but careful the way you talk. The way you appear.
Because they could flip out, you know.

I:

So, you had to be very controlled in that setting?

R:

Like I couldn’t do it. When I was at NCCF (residential treatment facility where Binh had lived),
I just couldn’t do that job. Noway. Absolutely no way. And that was only 3-4 years ago.

I:

Whose idea was it for you to work up at the V.A.?

R:

No one. It was just a training thing. A summer youth program thing. So, I told them I just
couldn’t do it.
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I:

Understandable.

12:

The people who say you are Amerasian think your father is a vet. Did you ever have a fantasy
at the V.A. that you might run into somebody who could be your father?

R:

No, I never thought of that.

I:

But that’s an interesting thought. Did you ever think of yourself as the son of a vet?

R:

Can you imagine that? Like, how would I deal? If I met him, I’d be upset with myself and
upset with him. Because, what am I doing over here. I could get my other question answered
because I’d be looking right at him. How did I get over here? I would ask him that. I’d ask
him, “Do you plan to just stay here all day and slowly go ku-ku, while I’m out there suffering?”
Well, not really suffering, but going out by myself, you know.

I:

Boy, what you just said says an awful lot about the aftermath of a war, you know, what follows
a war.

R:

You know, he might not know anything about it. He might not know about me. He could be
anybody. He could live right here in Greenfield. It’s such a big question mark, that it’s not a
question mark anymore.

I:

It’s so big that you can’t, you don’t spend time thinking about it anymore?

R:

To call it a question makes it too small.

I:

So, like you said, you go on with the daily-ness of your life.

R:

Yeah, I used to just go minute to minute, and now I try to extend myself into the day to day, and
then week to week. It’s just weird.

I:

Life is weird.

R:

You try to extend yourself more and more. You plan ahead more. I learned the hard way, that’s
for sure.

I:

I can attest to that. All these years, watching you, it’s really touched my heart seeing you figure
some things out.

R:

Yeah, especially when I learn the hard way.

I:

School of hard knocks.

R:

But it seems that every time I get into a problem, it’s not just a problem. It s more serious-er. I
get in deep, you know.

I:

Meme, sometimes I’ve said to Binh that he makes — he s made — expensive mistakes. I guess
we want to put the verb in the past tense. He used to make expensive mistakes.

R:

And I still do.

I:

Yeah, you still do. But you’re moving on. And you’re learning.
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R:

Yeah, I m learning. But they get more and more serious, the learning. Like when I ask myself,
“Why swim in a big lake, when you can swim in your own swimming pool at home?”

I:

Are you talking about all the moving you’ve done?

R:

No, like why swim in a big dangerous pond that’s hard to swim across when you can swim all
the way across your pool.

12:

The pool’s probably safer.

R:

Um-hum.

12:

When you tell people your name, it doesn’t sound like an American name. So, do they ask you
to spell it?

R:

Well, they usually repeat it like an American name. Like B-E-N, Ben. And L-A-M-B, Lamb.
Like Ben Lamb. And it’s not even Binh Lam, it’s Lam Binh. It’s not how you say it. It’s how
you hide it.

12:

Do you tell people that you are from Vietnam?

R:

No, you don’t do that. People don’t go around saying, “I’m from Vietnam, or I’m from Korea.”
I learned that the hard way, like at one of my hospital jobs, you know. It might be a mistake to
tell the wrong person too much too fast.

I:

So you’ve learned to wait to give people your story until you know who you are dealing with?

R:

Yeah.

I:

So, does that work better for you than sharing your whole life story or lots of personal details?

R:

Sometime it does.

I:

Do you ever feel like you’re holding yourself apart from people?

R:

Sometimes it does. And then sometimes it doesn’t. Because you just got to be careful. It can be
dangerous. You don’t know this person. So, you start out small.

I:

Small talk?

R:

Yep.

I:

So, getting back to a theme we came across before, how you’ve changed so much from the days
when you used to bang your head against the wall, waiting for the wall to move. It seems like
you know now that most walls don’t move, but you are working differently to create something
for yourself.

r-

lam. It’s been really difficult. You know, I was supported. 1 was in the program (Lutheran
Services), and I didn’t have to worry about - economics - money coming in. But now I have to
work with what I’ve got. Use the tools that I have to go as far as 1 can.
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I:

Have you learned to respect and appreciate yourself for the skills you’ve developed?

R:

1 really don’t, because the places 1 had to be to get the skills, where I’ve been and what I’ve
gone through, that shouldn’t have happened.

I:

It was too challenging for anyone?

R:

No. It shouldn’t have happened.

I:

Could you be more specific? Are you comfortable enough on video to be more specific?

R:

Well, I was just telling Meme today. You know, I got caught short on money and so I had an
uninsured, unregistered vehicle. And I got caught three times and got three criminal justice
citations just trying to move my care. And ... I don’t get hit once, or twice, I get hit three ties.
So, basically, it shouldn’t have happened. Because, I was being just being stupid. I wasn’t
thinking out of my head, I was just going right at it, you know. And maybe I was thinking, but
maybe I wasn’t doing it the right way. It just shouldn’t have happened that way.

I:

And then you get triple punished.

R:

Yeah, I get punished, and I get punished. I don’t know how I do it.

I:

Maybe you’re just a magnet for legal citations.

R:

I’m just a magnet for problems, that’s all. I don’t know how 1 could be so good at it.

I:

Now, let’s be fair about this. You’ve had to figure out a lot more than the average young person
about the law, housing, about cars, about relationships with employers. And you’ve had some
people to talk to. You’ve been very good at relating to the people that you trust.

R:

And it’s been dangerous, too.

I:

But sometimes, you haven’t gotten to ask the right question until after the fact.

R:

Yeah, that’s how I learn, I guess.

I:

So, it seems to me that you don’t have to take it all on, on your head. Of course, you ought to
pay attention, and do what you think is right. But, as you’ve said, you’ve been fairly much on
your own in the world.

R:

Um-hum.

I:

Are you feeling more or less alone these days?

R:

I really don’t have time to think about it these days.

I:

So you’re pretty busy in your life.

R:

Yeah, negatively busy.

I:

Negatively busy.

You

mean you have too much to do?
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R:

I mean being busy with things I’ve gotten myself into. You know, I shouldn’t be doing this. I
should be going out working, paying my bills, not having debt. 1 know everybody has some
debt, but I have-I should be going to college, working, doing a lot of things. But it’s not
working out that way.

I:

You can’t do it all.

R:

It seems like, when you’re driving down the road, and you can see where you’re going. And it
looks like you’re going to somewhere, but you’re not going that way. But I’m not going that
way (hand turning gesture).

12:

You missed your turn?

R:

I missed my turn. I keep missing my turn, you know.

12:

That must be really frustrating.

R:

It is. You know, I can see everything I want to do. But how do I get there?

I:

So you can envision it, but it’s hard to get there.

R:

Exactly. It’s like trying to cross a bridge. Actually, it’s more like trying to cross a pond that has
no bridge. How can you get there without getting wet? And even if you can get there wet, how
can you get there without getting as much wet? I can get in so much trouble, that I always have
to spend time going back to fix them. Like that car problem. I finally got a car now, but I was
in so much debt, that I had problems with the money part of putting it on the road. So I carry so
much problem with it, and other problem was that my car wasn’t running.

I:

The ultimate insult.

R:

Yeah, it was a shame, but I guess I had to learn the hard way.

I:

You’re definitely learning.

R:

But it’s just crazy.

I:

You talked about maybe someday you might start a family?

R:

Well, like I said, it might go there, but it’s not in my sights right now. If it happens, maybe
someday, it might click in. But I just don’t want to focus on it right now.

I:

So, this is just an imaginary question, then. Can you imagine what you might tell your kids ...
about you?

R:

Well, I’ve had a lot of problems, so I could probably give them some guidance. Like, don’t do
it like that.

I:

So, you’d probably tell them not to repeat some of your mistakes.

R:

Yeah, I would probably tell them what I’ve done, and why I went through it. I wouldn’t use that
old story older people use like, “Back in my time ... I d just say, Be careful, because I ve
been through it, and the way I done it, it wasn’t proper. I mean, it might be different when this
happens.
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I:

You mean, you might be older when you’re a father?

R:

Yeah, I might be older, and things might be different. Things change so rapidly anymore. It’s
so hard. So hard to imagine.

I:

What you seem to be saying, though, is that you know that, ultimately, your kids would have to
do it their own way, but that you would try to be protective, and try to help them avoid the big
pitfalls.

R:

I’d say the big potholes. Watch out for the potholes. Because sometimes it just takes a long
time to get out of them.

I:

They’re really deep?

R:

Yeah, they’re really deep. And takes more than money to get out of them.

I:

What did you say, more than money to get out of them?

R:

I’ve learned to live so that money is not a problem because.(tape cut off here).

I:

So, um, anyway, this has been so interesting. I’d like to ask you to think about what life was
like when you first got here. I know you said that a lot of your memories of Vietnam are not so
clear. But we’ve been talking about all your hard work and your life these days. I wonder if
you can remember anything about the days when you first got to the United States. You were
sponsored by.

R:

Lutheran Services. And DSS. I remember being in New York. Yeah, I don’t remember which
buildings, but I was with a - my foster parent. A single lady. She was black. Her name was ...
., and she was a teacher at.College. Um, I really don’t know how old she
was. She lived in Amherst. And shot got me in school.kindergarten school. It was called
Crocker Farm. And then parts of this I don’t remember. I’d walk home because it wasn’t far.
A lot of bad stuff happened there. Actually, that was my first time of learning to run away. I
learned to run away from a place. It wasn’t polite, it wasn’t pleasant being there. I remember
my first time coming home from school with a report card. I think I got a “D” or something.
She didn’t like it, what I got. I went in the bathroom and I got beat up.

I:

Across the face?

R:

On the back, and the butt. It was with a belt. And I couldn’t understand it, you know. Maybe I
wasn’t getting the right score, but, you know, I didn’t understand.

I:

What’s to understand about child abuse?

R:

Well, actually, when you’re a little kid, you don’t know what the rules are. So, I went to school
the next day, and .... I couldn’t move ... I could hardly move I was so sore.

I:

Oh, my.

R:

And I went to the nurse, and she looked at me and she saw all these slashes over my back, and
she said, “What happened?” and I said, “I don’t know.” I told her my mom hit me on the back.
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The first thing you know, the principal knew about it. But they didn’t do anything about it. And
I went home and she hit me again. And I eventually learned to defend myself by closing my
door and not letting her in. And I would sneak out my window and practice taking off.
I:

You practiced taking off?

R-

Yeah, then I d walk a little and then come back and go to bed. Cause there was nowhere to go
you know. When I left my room, there was nowhere to go. I was destined to go from school to
home and school.

I:

That’s something. You were teaching yourself to run away. But you didn’t have a lot of
options.

R:

And one time, we went to Georgia. She had parents down there. And there are twigs off the
branches that go (swish, swish). And I got hit with one once. And they hurt like a son of a gun.
And I was so mad, that when I got home, I finally got home, I packed my stuff. And she opened
the door for me, and said “Where are you going to go?” And I looked at her, and she looked at
me and I said, I don t know, you know.” And eventually I ran back in and unpacked and all
that stuff. I remember that suitcase. I don’t know what happened to it. But, um, it was just so
bad. And I took off that night, and I hid underneath the car. And she came out looking for me,
and she couldn’t find me.

I:

You stayed there?

R:

Yeah.

I:

You were very creative.

R:

And then, I don’t know what happened after that. 1 blanked out. Then I was at my next foster
family.

I:

Some adult must have gotten involved with your case.

R:

And those next people were great. They used to own a Harley Davidson store. They bought me
a remote control car and I used to go (vroom, vroom) all over as a little kid. They used to do so
much for me. But for some reason, I used to run down the center stairs and out the door and
they would try to catch me. They wouldn’t let me leave. They used to punish me a lot too. Not
beat me, but slap me on the butt and say “Why did you do that?” And after I left (1st foster)
house (the abusive foster parent), I was very confused. There was no way those (2nd) foster
parents could of actually got me back to.I think that’s when the problems started after 1 let
(1st foster house). And so I kept running away, and they got me back. And then they called the
police, and I got moved again.

I:

So that’s a pretty good insight. The impression I get is that you don’t think they were such bad
people, and that they had some things to offer you, but that you couldn’t....

R:

I think I mistreated them because of my attitude.

I:

Again, you have to remember ...

12:

A traumatized child. You can’t hold yourself so completely accountable.
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I:

You can’t be fully responsible. And yet you have these insights into your life about some
people and what they were about.

R:

I didn’t really want to run away from them. I used to sit at the top of their stairs and think, and
cry, and ask myself, “What am I supposed to do.” And, even though they were nice people, one
day I just ran down the stairs and whooom out the door.

And you know, I didn’t think about it until you jut brought it up right now. What I’ve done, in
the past, has changed the whole system. Like right now, I could have been doing real good.
I:

Well, we need to say this to you, maybe twenty times, and then maybe you’ll start to get it. An
adult who looks back on his life and draws conclusions about it... he has so much adult
awareness about his actions, lots of observations and certain memories. But when he’s a little,
helpless, traumatized kid-do you know what trauma is?

R:

Yeah, messed up in the head because of what happened.

I:

So, abused, neglected, abandoned, maybe all of those things that shouldn’t happen ...

R:

To anybody.

I:

Right, no on deserves to have those things happen. And you had a lot of those things happen,
right from the beginning of your life. And in a lot of ways, you really were not responsible for
running away, or doing some outrageous things.

R:

I did start to defend myself by running away.

I:

You did. It was a pretty clever thing. But what you seem to be saying now . . . I’m hearing the
other part of it. .. is that you think you screwed yourself out of a family.

R:

That’s right. I did. But in a way, I also didn’t want to stay there.

I:

In a way, you probably couldn’t tolerate it.

R:

And then not tolerating the fist one led to the second one, led to the ...

I:

It is true, that when a kid in the system, the DSS system, runs a lot, that it gets harder to place
the kid, because everybody gets afraid that if they take him, they’re going to get to love him and
then he’ll take off.

R:

You know, I think they really cared for me. But I didn’t go with my heart. I used my head
instead of my heart.

I:

I want this to be your story. But I feel like I have to jump in, protectively, and point out that you
were not responsible for running out of fear, when you were a little scared, abused, confused
kid. It was not your mistake, but a mistake of the child placement system to place you in a home
where you would get abused and no one would do anything about it.

12 here discusses the attempts by part of the system to respond and the larger system interfering with the
protective process.
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Prolonged discussion of other living situations, including a very successful group care experience and
outstanding accomplishments there.

When winding up, review of sharing in the interview:
I:

How has this been for you?

R:

I think it’s been good. But, I think it’s not going to be much help to me now. You know, I have
to do something.

I:

You mean you feel some pressure from what you’ve talked about?

R:

What I’ve said here today, isn’t going to affect my future, the choices I make. But it may affect
my feelings about how much focus I should focus on things. And being careful. (Talked about
this earlier as not doing dangerous, high risk things.)

12:

How about forgiving? Like forgiving yourself for the things you did when you were a kid and
you were just doing stuff out of fear.

R:

I would never forgive myself. ..

I:

But forgiveness is something, self forgiveness is something we all have to work on . . .

R:

I don’t know why, but I can’t do it. When I think about doing things back then to protect
myself, I can say that, but I can’t forgive myself. It just didn’t sink into my head.

I:

Alright. It’s a pretty powerful concept. So I wouldn’t expect it to sink right it. But maybe little
by little. And you know, I think you may have already started forgiving yourself, because you
have talked today about how you make special efforts to not put yourself into some of the unsafe
situations you used to go to. And you used to beat your body up a lot, in athletics.

R:

Yeah, kamikazi.

I:

Kamikazi. You used to go all the way, and more. You don’t do that stuff anymore. And you
think about how to take care of yourself. So, I guess I’m going to conclude from that that even
though you think you haven’t started the process of self-forgiveness, that you probably have.
And maybe it will just keep going from here.

R:

Maybe it will. But I just can’t resolve what I did in the past. But nobody could. And I’ve
wanted to.

12:

For reminders on why you should forgive yourself, I’d like to be on your list of people to call.

R:

Right. Like calling 991 Meme or 911 Carol for back-up on figuring out why I should forgive
myself. It’s not like I can just think of it in my head and just do it. Like just thinking about I m
going to call someone. Or even thinking about what I’ve done and how I ve got here. I-I just
can’t do that anymore. I just always will think about that. Like on holidays and stuff. I m not
saying you can’t take it away, bu-u-u-t, you never take it away. It s just, I can t be positive
about it. I’ll just always be negative about it.

12:

I guess what I hear you saying is that if you had just acted different, you could have had a
family.
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R:

Right.

12:

I don’t know that you’re right. Because I think that even if you had had a family, that it
wouldn’t have felt the same to you as if you had your own family.

R:

But, but, why would I need to have my own family if I could have had like a family to support
me when I needed it. Like, who do I have to lay on other than you guys?

12:

I guess I want to say: you do have us.

R:

That’s what I’m saying, precisely what I’m saying. I can have all the friends in the world and it
wouldn’t mean nothing to me, in the way of like having someone - personal -

I:

Blood?

R:

Not just blood, but somebody who was there for me 24-7, you know. Like maybe for nine
years, five years.

12:

Well, you said to me, maybe last summer, when we were driving around and went up to that
guy’s house to feed his dog: that you felt sometimes like you are riding a bicycle that only has
one pedal.

R:

Exactly.

12:

But, you know what? I’m just so impressed that you are riding a bicycle. Given what you’ve
lived through, you look really good.

R:

I try. It’s just so hard. But I don’t think about things, about the whole situation, because it puts
me down. So I focus on hanging out with my friends, and going out doing fun things.

12:

So you’re really taking care of yourself.

R:

But then there is another side to the story. I don’t focus on getting a job. I don’t focus on going
to school. I just.. .

I:

But maybe that’s what you need to be doing right now. I know you’ve got to work on your
finances, but it sounds like socially connecting with people is really important these days.

R:

It always has been. You know, I now at least five friends who are cops in Greenfield. And I tell
them, “I’m not friends with you guys because you’re cops; I’m friends just to be friends.” I
have state trooper friends who can help me with my speeding tickets. But it’s not just because
of that, I like hanging out with them and doing things for them.

I:

Well, you are a good friend. You are a good friend.

R:

I don’t do it for my advantage. I don’t think about my advantage. There’s no big deal doing
things by yourself. I mean, I go to movies by myself. You know, girls ask me if they can go to
the movies with me. And I say, “Fine, you can go to the movie with me. But I m not going to
hold hands with you, and kiss, and all that stuff. I just want to go to the movie. I can be by
myself. Like, I am so used to being by myself, you know. And they always wonder why I go to
movies by myself. I’m so used to going by myself.

I:

It’s natural.
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R:

Yeah, it’s so natural.

I:

Maybe you’ve learned to like your own company.

12:

That’s good.

I:

Yeah. You don’t know how many people spend lots of time in Meme’s and my offices talking
about how much they can’t stand being by themselves for even a minute.

R:

Because the only problems you can get into are your own problems, you know what I’m saying.
It’s funny, you know, I love being with people.

1:

But it’s not a desperate thing?

R:

Yeah, it’s not something that I quote-unquote “want badly.” Sometimes, I could care less about
being with somebody instead of being by myself.

I:

So you’ve gotten a little more picky about who you hang out with?

R:

Yes, I have. I’ve been working around . . .

I:

That’s good to hear. More discriminating in a good way.

12:

Well, thanks a lot.

I:

Yeah, thanks for all you had to offer.

R:

No problem.

Nearly complete transcript of Interview with Binh Lam
Conducted March 14, 1998
By Carol Owen & Meme English
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